
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    Four young adults walked down an empty street, hungry and worn out after their first day in this world they looked around at the ghost town they were in. There was no cars on the street, nobody walking by, nobody seemed to be in the homes or the stores. Nobody was there, it seemed like the four of them where the only people in the world. Although the place looked to be a little messy, as if something had been through here and ransacked most of the houses. 
 
      
 
    "Creepy." Kaden said quietly. "I don't think I've ever seen Oline city this... Empty before." The tall, skinny man with short black hair mused as he looked around. "Are there no NPCs or anything around here?" He questioned. He wore a simple black hoodie with black pants, and as he walked he clutched his right shoulder and looked to be in pain. If one looked closely enough at him they could tell that his shoulder was broken from a recent fight. 
 
      
 
    Zanath shrugged "Maybe the game isn't built enough to have NPCs yet?" He suggested. He was the shortest of the guys there, with white hair that was about medium length. He had an athletic build and was wearing a white t-shirt with blue jeans. 
 
      
 
    Kaden shook his head. "No, ordinary townspeople would be much easier then the monsters to make. So if they have monsters, they could easily have normal people" He said. "Of course, it is possible they just didn't bother with that yet. But... Something isn't right" He said. 
 
      
 
    "It still bothers me that there's no logout button, and that they haven't come to get us out yet. It's been over a day now, why have they not pulled us out? You can't say they wouldn't notice something wrong when all their game testers have not returned after a full day." Mendelen stated. Mendelen had light brown hair that was a little longer in the back and he was average height. He had an average build aside from appearing slightly stronger then the others and was wearing a blue shirt and khaki pants. 
 
      
 
    "Plus they made pain perfectly realistic." Kaden added, wincing a little as he tried to move his broken arm and was met with a sharp pain. 
 
      
 
    "That is your own stupid fault." Estellese spoke up. The girl was just a little below average height making her the shortest in the group by just a little. Her hair was shoulder length, and mostly pink but a little white just at the tips of her hair. She was wearing a violet tank top with a matching violet knee-length skirt, and had a tough but gentle look to her. "If you hadn't run off by yourself like a cocky idiot, you wouldn't have needed me to save your ass and you wouldn't have broken your shoulder." She stated bluntly. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, if I knew I could actually get hurt in here I wouldn't have tried to fight the goblin by myself." Kaden protested. 
 
      
 
    "Excuses don't make it any less of a cocky and stupid move." Estellese countered. By now she had pretty much gotten tired of Kaden's cocky attitude over the last day they had been here. 
 
      
 
    Kaden sighed, he was about to try and argue but was interrupted by Zanath shouting. "Everyone MOVE now!" Kaden and Estell turned to Zanath, then followed his gaze up into the sky as him and Mendelen started running out of the way. Kaden cussed and grabbed Estell by her arm, before diving to the side, knocking them both to the ground and just barely getting out of the way in time before a loud explosion echoed throughout the empty city. A car-sized fireball slammed into the ground in a small fiery explosion where the four young adults had just been standing. Leaving a small scorched crater in the middle of the road. A loud roar filled the air above them, shaking the ground under their feet. Just the sound of the roar alone was terrifying, never mind the events that just unfolded. 
 
      
 
    "Are you freaking kidding me? A dragon? Seriously?" Kaden shouted, as him and Estell got back up onto their feet. The four of them all exchanged a look, and it was clear between the group that they where all absolutely terrified but trying to keep a strong front. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen stepped up to lead the group right away. "Everyone! Follow me and do not fall behind! Keep your eyes on the dragon, it will no doubt come back for more." He said before turning and running down the street. The other three friends nodded and all ran after him. 
 
      
 
    The dragon growled and turned around, it's wings flapping and sending strong gusts of wind to the ground underneath the dragon. The black dragon was bigger then a house and flew high above the rooftops as it swooped down for another attack. 
 
      
 
    "Incoming! Move!" Zanath called out again, "It's trying to grab us!" 
 
      
 
    "Down the alleyway then!" Mendelen instructed as the four friends all took a sharp turn and ran down a narrow alleyway. The dragon slamming it's claws into the ground and shaking all the buildings around it as it narrowly missed grabbing Estell. It turned and saw them running down the alley, then took a deep breath and blew a stream of hot flames into the alley, filling the alleyway with fire. 
 
      
 
    "Turn! Turn!" Kaden shouted as he looked over his shoulder and saw the flames blasting through the alley towards them. The four of them took another sharp turn to get out of the alleyway and onto another street. The flames hit the end of the alley and burst out the sides into the streets, hitting Kaden in the back and sending him to the ground in a yelp of pain as his back caught fire and was badly burnt. 
 
      
 
    "Shit!" Estell said as she quickly ran over to Kaden and pat out the flames on his back with her bare hands. Wincing and hissing in pain as she burnt her hands a little in the process, but she put out the flames. Mendelen and Zanath quickly grabbed Kaden after that and pulled him back onto his feet. 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine! Keep running." Kaden said in a pained voice. Hearing the dragon's earth-shaking roar echo through the streets again. Followed by the loud crash of a building collapsing as the dragon stepped on a house and used it to jump and take flight again. 
 
      
 
    "Come on! We need to lose this thing!" Mendelen ordered before he took off running down the street again, followed by his three new friends. They could hear the sounds of the dragon's wings flapping as it soared through the air behind them, catching up and swooping down for another attack. 
 
      
 
    "Dodge!" Estell called out as the dragon spat another fireball down at the group. Making them all dive to the sides to avoid being incinerated by the blast that created another small scorched crater in the paved street. When it missed the dragon flew past them and started turning to come back in for another attack. 
 
      
 
    "This way! We need to break it's line of sight!" Mendelen called out as he turned and ran down another alley, the rest of the group quickly got back onto their feet and ran into the alley after him. Another loud explosion was heard and the buildings around them shook as the dragon's fireball hit the house next to them and collapsed a part of it. Followed by another terrifyingly loud roar as the dragon lost sight of them again. 
 
      
 
    The group of four ran out the other side of the alleyway, only to be greeted by an even worse sight. The dragon's roars had not gone unheard, and this city was not empty. There was hundreds of them, crawling over the buildings and down the streets. Giant spiders, the size of buses and semi trucks. And even worse, many more goblins where starting to flood out of the woodwork, busting out of houses, crawling out of alleyways, marching down the streets. With the dragon still flying behind them, it was a nightmare. 
 
      
 
    Estell's eyes widened, and her arms where trembling in fear as she looked at all the monsters approaching. "W-What do we do now?" She asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    The other three guys where speechless and frozen in fear for a moment. "We.. W-We run faster!" Mendelen said quickly. The group of four backed into the alleyway again, the goblins and spiders on one side, and the dragon landing on the other side. Blocking both of the exits. The dragon took a deep breath and prepared to fill the alley with flames, with the four friends trapped inside it. 
 
      
 
    "Everyone! Up!" Zanath called out as he jumped up on top of a dumpster, then jumped off the bin, kicked off the wall and landed on the roof. Thankfully, he knew parkour or they may all have been dead right there. He leaned over the roof and held out his hands to the people below him. Kaden jumped up first, using the dumpster to boost himself high enough to and grab Zanath's hands, and was pulled up onto the roof by his friend. Then they both reached out to help the other two up. Allowing both Mendelen and Estell to jump up and grab onto their hands. So Zanath and Kaden could pull them both onto the roof with them, just barely in time. They all felt the intense heat as the alley below them was engulfed in flames mere seconds after they got out of it. The four of them panting for air as they watched the flames that had nearly killed them all. 
 
      
 
    But they where far from safe, the dragon and the giant spiders started climbing up onto the roof. "Jump across to the next roof and get down on the other side!" Zanath instructed. Getting onto his feet and taking a running start, before nimbly jumping across to the next building. Kaden and Mendelen followed him, also jumping across. Estell was right behind them, but she wasn't quite as good at jumping as the others, her jump came short and she missed the roof. With a shout of fear she started to fall. 
 
      
 
    "Estell!" Kaden shouted as he lunged forwards and grabbed her arms. But the added weight threw Kaden off balance, and his broken shoulder weakened him, making him start to quickly slip off the roof with Estell. Mendelen and Zanath acted fast when they saw Kaden start to slide off the edge of the roof. Grabbing onto his shoulders and waist to stop him from falling, then together they pulled Kaden and Estell back onto the roof. Laying them on their backs once they where pulled to safety. 
 
      
 
    But they were not given even a moment to rest. Estell looked up from her laying position on the roof. "Look out!" She shouted quickly as she threw a sweeping kick at Mendelen' and Zanath's legs. Knocking the guys to the ground right before the dragon's flames went over the four of them. Feeling the intense heat again as the flames just barely missed the two guys, thanks to Estell knocking them over. The four of them quickly got back up once the flames dispersed, singed but otherwise unharmed. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen spotted a balcony on the side of the house next door to theirs, with a window leading to the second floor of the house. "Jump across and go through the window. Break it and get inside!" He called out, leading the group to run across the rooftop again and jump across to the next balcony, this time everyone made the jump. 
 
      
 
    Kaden glanced back to see the spiders and the dragon quickly gaining on them them again. "Hurry up guys! They are right behind us!" He called out. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen picked up a potted plant and smashed open the window, breaking as much of the glass out of the window as he could, as quickly as he could, before hurriedly ordering "Everyone in! Go! Go!" He quickly climbed in through the window. "Watch the glass!" He added. Estell followed him into the building, then Zanath behind her, and last Kaden. It was silent for a moment, and the four of them stopped to catch their breath, all of them panting heavily. Thinking that they may be safe inside. 
 
      
 
    Until there was a sudden loud crash and the cracking of wood, as a dragon's claw broke through the wall where the window had been and grabbed Zanath. "Shit no!" Estell shouted. Both her and Mendelen grew bold, the two of them charged headfirst at the dragon's claw, and together they slammed their shoulders into the dragon's wrist. Forcing the dragon to let go and allowing Zanath to quickly dive out of the way. Once Zanath was free Estell and Mendelen quickly jumped back. 
 
      
 
    The dragon roared furiously as it pulled its claw back out of the building, then reared up on it's hind legs and started repeatedly slamming it's front claws into the house. Tearing chunks of the house apart and making the building start to collapse with every loud, wood shattering slam of it's claws. "Get to the basement! It should hold if the upstairs sections of the house collapse!" Mendelen ordered as they all started running down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Although as they ran down the stairs one of the dragon's claws smashed through the wall, striking Mendelen and cutting deeply into his side, making him shout in pain and sending him tumbling down to the first floor. "Mendelen! Are you alright!" Estell and Zanath called out. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen weakly stood back up as the other three quickly rushed down the stairs to his aid. "I'm okay, get to the basement." He said urgently. Kaden quickly hooked one of Mendelen' arms around his neck and helped him limp to the basement stairs. The house still shaking and collapsing as the dragon pummeled the second floor. And things weren't getting any better as suddenly the front door was kicked in by the goblins and they started pouring into the building. 
 
      
 
    Estell turned and saw the goblins entering the building. "Go to the basement! I got this!" She instructed as she picked up a wooden chair and charged the goblins, as if she was going to ram them with the chair. But right before reaching striking distance, instead of running into them she stopped and hurled the chair at them, catching the stupid goblins off guard and knocking them back. Once they where stunned and trying to get up Estell turned and ran into the basement with everyone else, almost tripping as she ran down the stairs and slammed the basement door shut behind her. 
 
      
 
    The four of them started quickly blocking the door with everything they could get their hands on. They could hear the goblins pounding on the door moments after they where all inside the basement, and the dragon tearing the house apart above them. After a few seconds, the ground shook violently and there was a very loud series of crashes. Followed by silence. The entire house collapsed and was reduced to rubble, leaving just the basement intact. Then, with one final triumphant roar, the dragon could be heard stomping away from the ruins of the house. 
 
      
 
    "We're alive!" Estellese said breathlessly as her and Kaden just collapsed onto the hard basement floor, panting and gasping for breath. "We're freaking alive! I can't believe it." 
 
      
 
    Zanath leaned back against a wall, then slid down it until he was sitting down on the floor, his knees bent up to his chest. Mendelen just sat down on a washing machine they hadn't moved yet, holding his head in one hand and the deep cut on his side in his other hand. Shaking his head a little as he tried to relax and push through the sharp pain. They where all tense, and terrified after that ordeal. They all badly needed a moment to relax, and tend to their wounds. 
 
      
 
    "Welcome to Immersion. We hope you like the welcoming party, because they sure as hell don't like you." Kaden remarked in a sarcastic tone, trying to add some humor into the situation. Although nobody laughed, everyone was in far too much shock to find his poor jokes funny. 
 
      
 
    – 
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    ~~ Chapter 2 : Retracing our Steps 
 
      
 
    The four of them where battered and worn, but alive. It was unbelievable that they managed to survive, and it was only their second day here. They knew they couldn't hide in the basement forever, there was no food here and they had already gone a full day without eating. But for now, it was a safe place to catch their breath and recollect themselves, before tending to their wounds. 
 
      
 
    Zanath was unharmed, luckily for him. He was used to running and doing these sort of things so he was the first to recollect himself and got up. He silently wandered off into the basement and began looking around. Picking up a toolbox and looking through its contents. He pulled out a hammer and some long nails and began looking around the basement once more. He seemed to be lost in thought though, his mind was elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    Kaden was the next to get up. He ignored his burns and broken shoulder for the time being, spotting a some blankets and noting the toolbox Zanath had pulled out. He grabbed one nail and then grabbed some of the thin sheets, from there he used the nail to tear up the sheets. He was cringing and wincing with every movement of his broken arm, but he didn't care. He knew that he probably worsened the breakwhen he that arm to pull himself onto the roof and to catch Estellese, so he didn't see any point in babying it or worrying about making it worse, he already screwed it up. Once he tore up a few pieces of the blanket he handed two to Estellese. "Bandage your burnt hands for now, if you need help just ask." He said softly. "We'll have to find something to treat burns in the city, until then that's the best we can do." 
 
      
 
    Estellese quietly thanked him and got to work on bandaging her hands while Kaden walked over to Mendelen. "And we need to bandage that wound to stop the bleeding." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden, you have your own burns to tend to. You should do that first." Mendelen said kindly, he was more worried about his newly made friend then himself. Despite being injured more, he knew he was tough enough to deal with it a little longer. 
 
      
 
    Although, Kaden was the same as Mendelen there, he put his friends first and wasn't going to tend to his own wounds until his friends where alright. "You are bleeding, that must be stopped first. Plus it's my back and shoulder that are wounded. A bandage isn't going to help with that much." He stated. He simply wrapped the torn piece of the blanket around Mendelen' torso over his shirt, making sure it stayed tight over the slash wound in his side to stop the bleeding. Once he finished bandaging Mendelen he went back to sit on the ground to rest for a bit. 
 
      
 
    "Alright. We need a game plan." Mendelen said. "Think back to before we entered the pods, was there anything anyone saw that could be of use? Try to picture the rooms we were in. I remember Zanath was sitting on the left side of the waiting room and he was zoned out, or watching the light, I'm not sure which. Right Zanath?" 
 
      
 
    "Huh?" Zanath called out from the other side of the basement. And for a moment his head popped out from behind a shelf. 
 
      
 
    "Did you see anything odd or out of place, or anything we could use to escape in that building we were in. Before we got into the game?" Estellese asked him. "We are trying to picture the place and search for clues." 
 
      
 
    "No I did not." Zanath said simply before disappearing behind the shelves again. 
 
      
 
    "He's working on something, and he was spaced out for like, the entire time we were there. Let him do his thing." Kaden mused. "I remember you two were sitting next to eachother, and I was off in the corner. And after an hour or so of silence I started the conversation." He said, as the group tried to remember the day of events that lead them here. 
 
      
 
    – 
 
      
 
    The four of them were in an empty white room, there was nothing but the four of them and a few chairs in this waiting room. "This game is going to be groundbreaking for the gaming world. The very first, perfect virtual reality game. I can't believe I won that contest." Kaden finally broke the long, awkward silence before glancing up at the others. 
 
      
 
    Estellese smiled a bit and nodded "Yeah, me neither. So there was only four contest winners for the alpha testing of the game?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded and opened his eyes. "Yes, only four. But surely we can have fun in the game with just four of us." He said. 
 
      
 
    Estellese sighed lightly, a bit disappointed she was the only girl there. But she shrugged it off. "So what's everyone's names?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    Kaden looked up from his ticket, "Kaden." He answered simply. "Master thief and evil genius." He added jokingly. 
 
      
 
    "Wait, you're a thief?" Estellese questioned, giving Kaden a strange look. 
 
      
 
    "Only in the video game world. When playing games, I play to have fun and I do everything but play nice." Kaden said, "Are the rest of you going to introduce yourselves?" 
 
      
 
    Estellese sighed and rolled her eyes a little, shaking her head at the guy. "Just don't be a troll and screw up the game for everyone else. I'm Estellese, or Estell for short." She said simply. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded "I'm Mendelen." He answered simply. "Nice to meet you everyone. I think we should stick together and work as a team here, at least until we understand the game enough to go solo." 
 
      
 
    "Where's the fun in that?" Kaden countered. "That's like getting a new game and playing on easy or normal first. It's boring as hell. Start on the highest difficulty, learn as ya go, never take the easy road-" 
 
      
 
    "Be a showoff who doesn't know when to stop talking." Estellese finished Kaden's sentence for him, earning a pout and a glare from Kaden. 
 
      
 
    When they finished talking Zanath looked over at the others, "And I'm Zanath. I'm mainly interested in how this game will work really. That must be some crazy advanced technology to actually make virtual reality like this possible. It's interesting, I want to know how the machine works." He said. 
 
      
 
    The door to the room finally opened, and what looked like a scientist in a lab coat walked out. He looked at the four young adults, "Do all of you have your tickets?" He asked. To which the four of them all held up their tickets. "Good. We will begin the alpha testing now." 
 
      
 
    "Finally" Kaden interrupted. Stretching a little and putting his hands behind his head as he waited for the scientist to lead the way. 
 
      
 
    "Just follow me to the pods. You four are the first people, beside the game developers, to see this game. Make the best of your time here." The scientist said before turning and walking back into the room he came from, gesturing for the others to follow him. 
 
      
 
    The four of them followed the man, and listened as he continued to speak. "The alpha testing, as always, is not the final product. The game is subject to change while you're playing it. Some things may be added, some things may be removed." He explained, then stepped into a room with four futuristic looking pods. He gestured to the pods "Climb in, and close the pod. You will feel yourself fall asleep, and then you will be in game." He said. 
 
      
 
    "Alllright!" Kaden cheered. Only half listening to what the man said as he quickly darted over to a pod and climbed into it. He laid down inside it and closed the pod over himself, before immediately pressing the start button and closing his eyes. As the man had said within seconds he looked to be asleep. 
 
      
 
    Estell sighed and shook her head as she watched Kaden finding his childish behavior a bit annoying. But once the scientist finished speaking she climbed into her own pod and closed it, noticing a few buttons on the inside. She pressed a few of them and was toying around with them for a moment. Before she also hit the start button and closed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    – 
 
      
 
    "That's the last I remember before entering the game." Estellese finished. "The waiting room was just an empty room with a buncha chairs. Not even a magazine or a plant in there. And the pod room was the same, an empty room with the four pods and nothing else." She said. 
 
      
 
    "Well, before we entered me and Zanath had a conversation with the man running it." Mendelen said. "Zanath was asking him how it worked, and the man was avoiding the questions. Eventually he just said he hadn't made the game and was just there to run the test. But I think he was lying about that." He said. 
 
      
 
    "Well, duh." Kaden stated simply. "This whole thing was a lie." 
 
      
 
    "What happened while you two were in the game? Before me and Zanath entered?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Not much, we were trying to figure out what happened. And I was laughing at Estell's hair." Kaden said. To which he got a glare from Estellese. 
 
      
 
    "Why would you laugh about her hair?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "It's pink!" Kaden laughed. "She had brown hair in the real world, like Zanath. But when she logged in her hair was suddenly pink. At least Zanath changed his hair color to white, that looks sorta normal. But pink?" He chuckled. The look on Estell's face showed that she was trying really hard not to smack him. 
 
      
 
    "It looks fine." Mendelen stated. "Anyways, once we were in the game, did anyone see anything in the game version of the building that could be used to get out?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "I noticed that the building had become a lab of sorts as I walked out. Once outside I was too distracted by the goblin" Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "What happened there? You left the building being all cocky. Then when we went outside you were getting your ass kicked by a goblin." Estellese stated. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, I thought it was just a game. I didn't know getting hit would hurt." Kaden sighed and began explaining exactly what happened. Starting right as Mendelen and Zanath joined them in the game, a minute or so after Kaden and Estell had gotten in. 
 
      
 
    – 
 
      
 
    They were in an empty room, the same room the pods the had just gotten into were in. Only the pods were now gone and a table with books on it was in the palce of the pods. "So this is the game? I guess they weren't kidding when they said the game was realistic then. You know it's realistic when you can't tell the difference between the game world and the real world." Kaden laughed lightly. Then turned to see Mendelen and Zanath appear in the room. 
 
      
 
    "Is this the game?" Zanath asked as he looked around, inspecting his surroundings and the people in the room. 
 
      
 
    Kaden nodded "We think so." He said. "You two just appeared out of thin air, so I'd assume it is. Lets get going now that everyone's finally here." 
 
      
 
    "What are those books on the table?" Mendelen asked as he walked over to the table and picked up a book. Examining it before opening it to read a few pages. 
 
      
 
    "Who cares? We're not here to read a book. Lets goo" Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "They are game manuals, that say how to play the game." Mendelen said, inspecting the book in his hand. Estell and Zanath quickly walked over to him and also each picked up a book and began reading. 
 
      
 
    Kaden rolled his eyes. "Come on. What kind of newbie actually reads the game manual before playing the game? Leeets gooo." He complained. 
 
      
 
    "The kind of newbie who want to know how to play." Estell muttered quietly, they hadn't even been in the game for ten minutes and she already wanted to find a sword and stab him. She was looking forward to kicking his butt in this game later on. Maybe that would fix his cocky attitude. 
 
      
 
    Kaden let out a long sigh. "Fine, I'm going ahead of ya then. Don't come crying to me to save ya when I get all the good stuff 'cause you where all too busy reading useless books. The controls are exactly like real life, we don't need to know the controls when we've been doing it all our lives" He said, before turning and leaving the room. "Heck, if I hadn't gone into the pod and seen the three of them appear out of thin air, I would've thought I was still in the real world... Which is kinda creepy if you ask me... If I had been unknowingly placed in this world..." He murmured to himself as he walked. 
 
      
 
    While the building was the same exact shape it had been in the real world, he was starting to notice a few changes in it. It was no longer an office building. As Kaden looked into the rooms he passed it looked like it had become some high tech laboratory, or something of that sort. He shrugged it off though, he did have a little interest in the lab but was more interested in just playing the game. Figuring he could come back to it later if need be. He walked outside and looked around. 
 
      
 
    As he had predicted, the outside looked exactly like the real world, only a little more empty. He didn't see any cars driving down the street, or any people outside. Although, one thing did catch his eye. A five foot tall human-shaped figure, that was green and wielding a club. Kaden easily guessed it to be a goblin, despite not being too short, by it's green skin, pointed teeth and rather savage appearance. 
 
      
 
    Kaden took note of the fact that he had no weapon, and the goblin had a club. But he picked up a small stone anyways, thinking 'What's the worst that could happen? I die and respawn back in the room with the others?' He took careful aim and hurled the stone at the goblin. Hitting him right in the middle of it's forehead. "Heeey! Dumbass! Over here!" Kaden taunted the goblin, waving his arms over his head. 
 
      
 
    The goblin stumbled back from the hit, then looked up at Kaden and growled furiously. It raised it's club and sprinted after the man. Kaden was a gamer, he had never been in a real fight before, and quickly learned it was much harder then it looked. He lunged forward and threw a jab for the goblin's throat, but before he could even reach the goblin, it used the club's longer reach to smash him in the shoulder with a sickening crack. Kaden shouted in pain as he was thrown backwards from the force of the hit, slamming into the wall of the building behind him. He quickly reached his left hand up to grab his wounded right shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Kaden groaned in pain, cussing loudly "I get that this game was supposed to be realistic... But really, did they need to make the pain perfectly realistic too?" He complained. That alone made him instantly regret starting the fight, he didn't think it'd actually hurt to get hit, or at least not that badly. Why would they make a game so painful? He would've been more careful had he known. 
 
      
 
    He looked up, trying to clear his mind of the searing pain in his broken shoulder. Only to see the goblin inches away from him swinging the club down at his head. Kaden shouted and cussed as he quickly threw himself to the side, narrowly avoiding being killed. He pushed himself back up onto his feet, stumbling a little as he got up. But before he could do anything else the goblin lunged forwards and swung the club at his ribs again. Causing Kaden to have to stumble back to evade the club. 
 
      
 
    He may have been alright with dying before, but now he knew he could feel pain and wasn't too keen on being killed. He really didn't want to find out how much being beaten to death by this goblin would hurt. But there was nothing he could do, the goblin kept pressing the attack faster then Kaden could retaliate, throwing attack after attack after attack at Kaden. The black haired man was struggling just to avoid getting hit, never mind getting a chance to swing back. With each attack he was getting worn down, it was becoming harder and harder to continue dodging. And it took more effort to dodge then it took to just swing a club, so Kaden would be worn out long before the goblin would. 
 
      
 
    Kaden was panting heavily and backing away, watching as the goblin approached him for another attack. Although, what happened next confused him. He saw the goblin suddenly get tackled to the ground from behind by a pink blur. Then, seeing that the goblin was down Kaden just fell backwards onto his butt, panting for air. 
 
      
 
    "Estell! Are you insane?" Mendelen called out as the other two guys came out of the building with her. Laughing a little at the sight of the small girl almost wrestling with the goblin after having tackled it. 
 
      
 
    "Yes I am. Is that a problem?" Estell chirped in a joking manner, making the other two guys laugh lightly. She had jumped on the goblin's back, attempting to ride it's back, but she had knocked it over instead. And now was wrestling with the goblin as she sat on it's back, trying to keep it pinned to the ground while the other two guys ran over and quickly pulled the club out of it's hands. Although Estell couldn't keep the goblin pinned for long, the goblin threw her off itself, knocking the pink haired girl onto her back with a grunt as she hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    The goblin sprung back to it's feet, but it didn't matter. Estell's distraction was enough for the other two guys to make their move. Zanath, who had disarmed the goblin, smashed it's knees with the club while Mendelen quickly delivered a powerful elbow to the back of the goblin's neck. Making the goblin fall limply to the ground, knocked out cold. 
 
      
 
    Estell laid on her back and threw her fists up in the air. "Woo! We killed our first monster. That was actually kinda fun." She cheered. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah that was." Mendelen said as him and Zanath chuckled, high-fiving each other before they both held out a hand to Estell. Who used both of her hands to high-five Zanath and Mendelen at the same time before grabbing their hands and pulling herself back to her feet. 
 
      
 
    She looked over at Kaden and chuckled lightly, "Only two seconds into the game and I've already had to save your butt. What happened to the cocky guy in the lobby?" She teased. 
 
      
 
    "I got hit." Kaden stated. "There's a major problem here, the game's a little too realistic. The pain feels completely real. I really feel like I broke my arm." He said in a very pained tone. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure they wouldn't do that for a game." Zanath said. "That doesn't make any sense. I can understand a little pain, but completely real? Nobody would play a game like that." He pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, you're just being a wuss. Deal with it." Estell said simply, grabbing his arms and pulling Kaden up to his feet as well. Making the man cringe and yelp in pain as she tugged his broken arm. 
 
      
 
    "I am not, they really made it way too realistic." Kaden argued. Shooting a glare at Estell for pulling on his arm. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen thought about it, then pinched himself as hard as he could. He looked up at the others, "Kaden is right, pain feels perfectly real. Pinch your arm to find out yourself." He said them. "Should we log out and inform the creators about it? I mean, that may just be a small mistake they can fix before we play." He said. 
 
      
 
    Kaden nodded "We definitely should. Just imagine how much it's going to hurt if we get stabbed, or clawed up, or burnt. Things that happen constantly in games, it needs to be fixed before we continue." He said. 
 
      
 
    – 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded a little, trying not to laugh as he listened to Kaden's part of the story. Although Estellese couldn't help but to laugh at him, and when Kaden glared at her she just stuck her tongue out at him. "Hey, you had that coming." Estellese said. 
 
      
 
    "And that's everything we did yesterday. Right? After that we figured out that we couldn't logout, and decided to wait out the rest of the day until they pulled us out of the game. And they never did." Mendelen said. He was quietly hoping there was more to what happened, because he couldn't find anything in their recollection of their first day here that could help them get out. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that was it. After a day we gave up on waiting and set out to find food, got chased by a dragon, and ended up here." Estellese replied. "I can't remember anything that could help us get back to the real world." 
 
      
 
    "There was nothing there we could have used to get out." Zanath's voice said as he walked back to the group. He was carrying what looked like a few pieces of wood with nails sticking out of them. "Right now, our only hope is that someone notices we are gone and comes to get us. In the meantime, we need to survive. If the creator was sick enough to make pain realistic we don't want to find out if death is too." He said as he handed out the pieces of wood. Upon closer inspection they were the legs of a wooden chair, apparently Zanath had broken the legs off a chair and hammered a few nails through them to make them into makeshift clubs. 
 
      
 
    "Nice work with the clubs Zanath. You have a plan?" Kaden asked as he took his makeshift club and looked it over. 
 
      
 
    "No, I do not. Although we need food and weapons. As well as medication." Zanath said. "I suggest we hit the grocery store, there should be a pharmacy and food there and if it's as deserted as this town we can just take what we need. And if we hit the hardware store, maybe we can grab some tools to use as weapons." He said. 
 
      
 
    "That means going back up into the city though." Kaden said. "We will need to be stealthy, and look out for the dragon. I am pretty sure the noise was what drew the massive swarms of monsters to us, so as long as we're quiet and sneaky, we should be able to move about on the surface without being mobbed again." He said. "I have no doubts that we're going to have to fight our way through town though, now that all the monsters are here." 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded a little "Right, everyone ready then?" She asked, she was holding her club a little awkwardly with her burnt hands, and Kaden took note of that but he didn't say anything. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded and everyone stood up. "Ready. Lets clear the door." He said as they all prepared to go back outside. 
 
      
 
    – 
 
      
 
    – 
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    Mendelen nodded and everyone stood up. "Ready. Lets clear the door." He said as they all prepared to go back outside. 
 
      
 
    "How are we going to get out? If the house collapsed the door and stairs will no doubt be blocked by the debris that fell on it" Estellese pointed out. Kaden and Mendelen looked around at the group, also wondering the same thing. 
 
      
 
    "We unscrew the door, pull it off the frame. Then we will just have to dig our way out of the debris. We can pull the bigger debris into the basement to get them out of the way. It's going to take a while to actually get out of here." Zanath replied simply. He pulled a screwdriver out of his pocket and began working on removing the screws that kept the door attached to the door frame. After a moment he pulled the door off the frame and stumbled back, trying to hold it up. "Someone grab this." He instructed. 
 
      
 
    "On it." Mendelen said as him and Estell quickly walked over and took the door from Zanath, they carried it out into the basement and placed it up against the back wall before returning. They looked up at the stairs that lead the way out of the basement, of course the stairs were completely covered in debris by the collapsed house, and the way out was completely blocked. "Alright, Kaden search the basement for more tools. See if we can find some hand saws or something to cut the boards we're not able to move. Everyone else, form a line, we'll grab whatever we can pull out and pass it down, whoever is in the back places the debris in the pile near the back wall." He said. 
 
      
 
    And with that they got to work. Kaden returned with a handsaw he found and joined the line to help move the debris. It was four long hours of work, with a couple breaks, before they finally caught a glimpse of the sky, there wasn't much light coming in now. Zanath took a quick glimpse of the moon and determined that it was around midnight, if time worked the same in this world which he assumed it did. 
 
      
 
    He pushed the last few boards out of the way and climbed up out of the basement. His three new companions followed along behind him moments after and looked around. All of them took a defensive stance, standing almost back to back as they all faced different directions. There was nothing there though, they were in the clear for now. 
 
      
 
    After a moment, Kaden laughed softly and lowered his makeshift club. "We look like a buncha idiots standing around with sticks like this. None of us even know how to fight." He said. But right as he spoke Estellese and Mendelen spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "I know how to fight." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    At the same time Estellese said "I've taken some martial arts." Which grabbed the attention of Mendelen. 
 
      
 
    "You've taken martial arts too? I've gotten a black belt in a few different styles." Mendelen asked, keeping his voice down and gesturing for the group to follow as he began walking down the street. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I'm no black belt but I have taken enough classes to know what I'm doing." Estellese replied. She and the others in the group followed along behind Mendelen, keeping on guard and on the lookout for more monsters or the dragon. 
 
      
 
    Kaden was a bit shocked, "Wait you both know martial arts?" He questioned, the realization that he was the only one who didn't have any skills that were useful in this world hit him rather hard. He bit his lip and looked down a little. He wasn't going to be outplayed like that, he wasn't going to settle for anything other then being the strongest and best player in the group. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I have. And it seems she has too." Mendelen replied. "It may be a good idea if me and Estell do the fighting, while you two back us up and cover our backs. That way we reduce the chances of anyone getting hurt." 
 
      
 
    "That sounds like a good plan." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "No way. That's a stupid plan." Kaden stated. "We have four people, why would we cut our manpower in half by only having two of us fighting?" 
 
      
 
    "We are not cutting our forces in half, we are taking a defensive approach. This way we have a strong defense and nobody gets hurt." Mendelen countered. 
 
      
 
    "And we have a crappy offense, so we can't take down our enemies quickly. No matter how strong your defenses are they won't protect you from everything, something will eventually break through. If we kill off our enemies quickly they won't have a chance to hurt us, we won't need defense." Kaden stated. 
 
      
 
    "Zanath what do you think?" Mendelen asked, trying to solve this more diplomatically. 
 
      
 
    "Both approaches have their pros and cons. I do not care either way." Zanath replied simply and briefly, keeping his attention on the skies. 
 
      
 
    "You don't talk much, do you?" Estellese asked him, giving Zanath a curious look. 
 
      
 
    "Nope." Zanath replied simply. "I'm in introvert. I think more then I talk. Don't let that bother you though, I do like the company, just not all the time." 
 
      
 
    "Anyways, it's two against one Kaden. Just stick with our plan." Mendelen said. 
 
      
 
    Kaden looked as if he was going to argue further, but before he could speak he heard something shouting and growling in some foreign language. The four of them turned to see a group of six goblins walking out of an alley. It seemed like one of the goblins was the leader of the group, that one, unlike the rest, actually wore more then just a loincloth and had a metal helmet. The leader was shouting something in its native tongue and pointing at the four humans in front of him. 
 
      
 
    "Fine, I'll follow your plan. But if things even start looking bad I'm doing things my way." Kaden stated, watching as the group of goblins began approaching them. 
 
      
 
    "Estell, stand a short distance away from me, fight defensively, dodge or parry then counter. Do not block, based off the damage that first goblin did to Kaden, these things are pretty strong. Zanath, come here and cover my back. Kaden you cover Estell. You two don't attack until we do, follow our lead and just follow up on our attacks. They will likely dodge or block us, when they do you guys strike them. It's your jobs to do that, and to help prevent us from being attacked from by more then one at a time." Mendelen instructed. To which everyone nodded and moved into positions, then raised their makeshift clubs and braced themselves for the fight. They were outnumbered, and in an open area which was bad. But, they were counting on the goblins not being overly intelligent and not working well as a team. 
 
      
 
    Just as they had expected, the goblins rushed forwards without much coordination. Just a six man, or rather a six goblin charge at the four humans. Some goblins ran faster then others and arrived long before their allies instead of all arriving at the same time, and that was what gave the humans the chance to win this fight. The first goblin to reach the humans went for Mendelen and Zanath. It swung it's club for Mendelen' ribs but Mendelen was quick to jump back and evade the blow. "Now!" He called out, he was in the middle of jumping back and the goblin was in mid-swing so neither of them were able to attack. 
 
      
 
    Zanath heard the order to go and lunged forwards, slamming his makeshift club into the side of the goblin's head, striking with the side that had the pointed nails sticking out of it. It was a quick and decisive strike, he killed the goblin almost instantly then pulled back to move behind Mendelen again. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the goblins were catching up fast, the leader and one other ran for Mendelen and Zanath, and the other three rushed for Estellese and Kaden. Estellese took a few steps back and braced herself as she watched the three incoming goblins. Kaden mirrored her movements, and doing as he was told waited for her lead before attacking. The three goblins rushed them almost in a triangle formation. There was one goblin in the front, rushing Estellese head-on, then there was two goblins behind him, heading towards Estellese's left and right sides. 
 
      
 
    "Don't let them surround me! Push back the one on my left." Estellese ordered. As the first goblin rushing in for a frontal attack reached her she lashed out with her makeshift club, swinging the club for the goblin's head. Although she did not expect this attack to land, it was a diversion. As expected the goblin reached up and grabbed the club, carefully avoiding grabbing the nails sticking out of it, and with the goblin's inhuman strength it was able to catch and stop her attack as if it were nothing. But she expected the attacked to be blocked in some way, as the goblin grabbed her club she delivered a quick but strong stomp to the goblin's kneecap with her heel, breaking it's kneecap and sending the goblin toppling down to it's knees as it cried out in pain. She pulled her club back, but the next two goblins were closing in on her fast, and she would not be able to dodge both of them at once. 
 
      
 
    But, that was Kaden's job. As Estellese made her move on the first goblin, Kaden rushed forwards after the goblin that was trying to move around to her left. Swinging his club very fast and quite hard at the goblin's head. The goblin, of course, saw that coming and jumped backwards to evade being struck by the club but that was the plan. As that goblin jumped backwards it gave Estellese the space she needed to jump to her left and dodge the goblin that was swinging a pipe at her from her right. "Now attack right!" She said quickly as she narrowly dodged the goblin on her right. 
 
      
 
    Following her lead Kaden turned and quickly lunged at the goblin on her right, he was left open after he attempted to swing at Estellese and missed. He dove in and bashed the goblin in the head with his makeshift club, his attack lacked power since he had to hold his club left handed due to his right shoulder being broken, but it was enough to knock the goblin down. And as soon as the goblin was knocked back Kaden stepped forwards and slammed the club down on it's head two more times, finishing it off. 
 
      
 
    The goblin with the broken knee was starting to get back up, but Estellese was focused on the third and final goblin, the one Kaden had pushed back moments ago. Kaden rushed over and attempted to slam his club down onto that goblin's head too, but the goblin once again acted quick and grabbed the club, yanking it out of Kaden's hands and this time being prepared to block a kick. Kaden was forced to back off, but thinking quick he swept the pipe the last goblin had dropped off the ground and flung it at the goblin's head as fast as he could. Making a loud "Clank" sound as the metal pipe struck the goblin's forehead and knocked the goblin out. 
 
      
 
    Estellese was focusing on her own goblin, she had jumped infront of it when she dodged. The goblin was quick to swing the wooden plank it was carrying down at her head, and she knew she would be unable to block the goblin's inhuman strength. So she used her club to bash the goblin's plank to the side, pushing it away from her and making it miss. As soon as the plank narrowly missed striking her Estellese threw a jab at the goblin's throat, striking hard enough to make the goblin stumble back and begin to choke. Thinking that was her chance, she followed up her attack by swiftly swinging her makeshift club down at the goblin's head. But the goblin was quick to deflect the attack with his own weapon. Estellese was not going to let the goblin win this fight though, as her attack was deflected she delivered a powerful kick to the side of the goblin's head, spinning her body with the kick to make it strike harder. The goblin let out a yelp of pain and was knocked to the ground, disoriented from the blow. And before it could recollect itself Estellese brought her makeshift club down on it's head and finished it off. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Mendelen and Zanath were dealing with the leader of this goblin pack and one other goblin. "I'll distract the leader and keep him busy. You focus out the other goblin, keep him close to me. As soon as you give me an opening I will turn on the normal goblin and we'll overpower him, then we bring down the leader together." Mendelen instructed as the two goblins rushed at them. 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Zanath answered as he stepped out from behind Mendelen and stood beside him instead, keeping just a few feet of space between them. The lead goblin rushed for Mendelen since he had been in the front before, and the second goblin started going for Mendelen too. But as the second goblin started moving towards Mendelen Zanath moved in and cautiously swung his makeshift club for the goblin's head, just a quick and light swing not intended to strike the goblin but intended to force it to back off and get away from Mendelen. The goblin stumbled back to dodge the club and turned his attention to Zanath. This goblin held a short and light metal pole, as he turned to Zanath he swung the pole for Zanath's head. But the man was quick and ducked underneath it, as he ducked the goblin changed the direction of the attack, swinging down at Zanath instead. Seeing the change of attack Zanath swiftly tucked into a roll and rolled to the side to evade the blow, at the end of his brief roll he was in a crouching position and saw an opening. It wasn't part of the plan, but it was an opening. He sprung up and tackled the goblin to the ground, grabbing the goblin's head mid-tackle and slamming it down into the concrete road as he tackled the goblin, knocking it out on the spot. 
 
      
 
    The leader of the goblin pack was bearing down on Mendelen, as soon as it reached him it lashed out with a downward strike for his head, which Mendelen parried and pushed away with his club. Mendelen tried to followup the parry by elbowing the goblin in the face while he was vulnerable but the goblin simply shoved him back with it's free hand, it's inhuman strength letting it almost throw Mendelen backwards with a simple push. As Mendelen stumbled back from the push the goblin rushed in and swung it's club horizontally at Mendelen' head. Mendelen was quick to slam his own makeshift club up into the goblin's weapon-wielding arm, driving the nails in his makeshift club into the goblin's wrist and forcing the goblin to drop it's own club. The goblin shrieked in pain and its club was unintentionally thrown off into the distance when it let go, but he was not going down. The goblin lashed out and grabbed Mendelen by his throat, with it's inhuman strength it could easily crush the man's throat or snap his neck. Thinking fast Mendelen dropped his club and grabbed the goblin's wrist with one hand, his other hand rushed to slam a punch into the goblin's elbow, breaking the goblin's arm and causing the goblin to cry out in pain as it was forced to let him go. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen saw Zanath finish off the other goblin and saw that Zanath was ready to help. Taking advantage of the goblin leader being momentarily stunned from the pain, and having no weapon to strike with, Mendelen pushed himself forwards and in one swift movement pulled the helmet off the goblin's head with one hand and shoved the goblin back towards Zanath with his other hand. Making the goblin stumble backwards into Zanath, who promptly landed the finishing blow, a club to the back of the goblin's head. And with that the fight was over, Kaden and Estellese were just finishing their fight and the coast was clear. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen' clothes and the bandages that were wrapped around the wound on his side were starting to turn red, he was bleeding through them all. All the quick movements from the fight and him needing to use his arms to attack was tearing open the wound on his side and making it worse then it already was. Nobody there, except for Zanath, was in good shape; Estellese's hands were still burnt and in searing pain from holding the club; Kaden's back was also burnt and hurt from moving, thankfully he hadn't needed to use his right arm. But out of the three Mendelen was the worst off, he was bleeding and at risk for bleeding out if his wound kept getting worse. 
 
      
 
    "Everyone good?" Mendelen asked, panting lightly. As he spoke he looked over the helmet he had taken from the goblin leader and decided to keep it. 
 
      
 
    "All good." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Grocery store is just around the corner. We need to get there quick before we run into anything else. Or before something comes to find out what all the screaming was about." Kaden stated as he picked up his makeshift club and the pipe. He looked around at the dead goblins. "No EXP or loot for killing things? What kind of crappy game is this?" 
 
      
 
    "If you want loot you could take their loin cloths. That's the only thing they got on them." Estellese teased. "Anyways, lets go. Before something else finds us." She stated, and with that the group rushed down the street, straight to the nearby grocery store. Thankfully there was nothing between them and the store now but they didn't know how long their luck would be lasting at this rate. 
 
      
 
    As they approached the store they were thankful to find that the door was unlocked, and as they slipped in they saw that like the rest of the town, nobody was here. There was food on the shelves, a pharmacy in the back, everything a normal grocery store had. Everything except people. "Grab as much food as we can. Also, any perishable food that you really want to eat, take it now. If this game is as realistic as it seems to be, all this food is going to go bad soon due to nobody running the store and the store having no electricity. And it's already been without electricity for two days." Mendelen stated. And with that everyone scattered to find what they wanted from the store. 
 
      
 
    – 
 
      
 
    – 
 
      
 
    - Next chapter: Chapter 4: On the run, escaping Oline City. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4: On the Run 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~ Chapter 4 : On the R un, E scaping Oline City. 
 
      
 
    Now that they were safely in the store the group spread out and began searching the shelves for food and supplies. At first glance the grocery store seemed stocked and full of food, but upon closer inspection the place had already been looted. There was still food left behind, but a lot of it was missing or had gone bad. "Seems like the goblins have already looted this place." Estellese said. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think it was the goblins." Zanath said. "They don't seem to be so... clean and gentle. Nothing in here is broken or messy. I would assume that if it was the goblins the place would be trashed." He pointed out. "Maybe we are not alone in here?" He mentioned. 
 
      
 
    "It's a possibility, but we are the only Alpha testers as far as I know. So who else would be here?" Mendelen pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Hey guys!" Kaden called out. He walked out from the pharmacy section and held up a small bottle filled with a light red liquid. "I found two of these in the pharmacy. They look like potions, me and Mendelen should use them." He said. 
 
      
 
    Estellese poked her head out of one of the isles to see what Kaden wanted. "We don't know what those are... They look like potions but who knows what they do?" She pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Well, what better time then now to test them." Kaden replied simply as he pulled the cork out of the one he was holding and drank the whole thing. He waited a moment, and slowly he felt his body starting to go numb, to the point where he could no longer stand and was forced to lay down. "Whoa, looked like a healing potion. But now everything's gone numb. I can't move." He mused, seeming more intrigued then worried. 
 
      
 
    "You idiot." Estellese sighed. "Why would you drink it if you had no idea what it was? I mean, come on, wasn't your earlier stunt when we first logged in bad enough?" 
 
      
 
    "It looked like a healing potion." Kaden pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "So what? Just because it looks like a healing potion doesn't mean you should assume it is one and drink it." Estellese countered. 
 
      
 
    "All the things in the store look like food, and you are going to eat this food. But nobody knows if this stuff actually is food." Kaden pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "I... that doesn't count! All these things are food from the real world, why would people make these things look like real world food if they weren't?" Estellese protested. 
 
      
 
    "Also, the pain in my back and shoulder are going away. I don't know if that's from the numbness or not though." Kaden added. 
 
      
 
    "Doesn't make you any less of an idiot for drinking some random potion you found lying around." Estellese replied. "I'm going back to searching the store." She said before turning and heading off into the store to resume searching for food. 
 
      
 
    Kaden just remained on the ground, watching everyone walk past as they grabbed things off the shelves. Everyone had picked up mostly non-perishable foods, mainly canned foods and cereal, but everyone also picked up a few things for themselves too. Mendelen had a hand basket full of fruit and vegetables as well as some painkillers and antibiotics, Estellese had a pack of chicken in her basket, and Zanath passed by carrying three baskets. One basket was filled with cereal, canned food, and other non-perishables like everyone else. One was filled with water bottles. And one was filled to the brim with tons of small candies. 
 
      
 
    Kaden chuckled lightly as Zanath passed by. "I never would have expected you to be someone who liked candy so much." He mused. 
 
      
 
    "I don't." Zanath replied simply as he stopped walking to speak to Kaden. "It's to make the food last longer. And to fight hunger when we run out." He said simply. He noticed that Kaden was giving him a very confused look, so he sighed lightly and explained it in more detail. "While we are traveling, if we limit our food intake to one meal a day it will last longer. But we will no doubt get hungry. When we get hungry, we can just eat one or two little pieces of candy to settle the hunger for a short while, to help us hold out until we get our daily meal. Tricking our brains into thinking we are eating so we don't feel hungry for a little. Plus candy is small and easy to carry so we can take a lot of it." 
 
      
 
    Kaden seemed shocked for a moment as he thought about it. "Smart..." He murmured. He was actually rather glad everyone in the group seemed to be intelligent, it drastically increased their chances of survival. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, thank you." Zanath replied shortly, and when Kaden didn't say anything else right away he turned and left to resume shopping. 
 
      
 
    Kaden just watched everyone as they shopped, he couldn't do much when he couldn't move. But, little by little the numbness was starting to go away. It was about five minutes after he first drank the potion that the numbness went away and he was able to sit up. Surprisingly, he was no longer in pain and he was able to move his right arm without it hurting anymore. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen noticed Kaden sitting up, he walked over to Kaden and crouched down beside him to talk. "Numbness going away?" He asked. "How are you feeling?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, it's going away. And I am feeling fine, surprisingly my arm and back don't hurt anymore. I think it really was a healing potion." Kaden answered as he moved his right arm around a little to show that it was no longer broken. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded and smiled a bit. "Good. And that makes sense when you think about it. I would assume a healing potion would just drastically speed up your body's natural healing, how else would they work? And if that's what they do, that drastic increase in natural healing probably will mess with the rest of your body, making it numb." He said. He stood up and held out a hand to help Kaden get up. 
 
      
 
    Kaden nodded a little. "I guess that makes sense. We just need to remember that when we find more potions we can't just stock up on a million potions and chug them in the middle of a fight to be immortal, like you can in some games. With the numbness effect we won't be able to use them unless we are somewhere safe." He thought out loud. But then took Mendelen' hand and pulled himself up onto his feet. He then grabbed the second potion off the shelf and handed it to Mendelen. "You are the most wounded person here. This one is yours." 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine. We should give it to Estellese, her hands are burnt." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    Kaden simply shook his head and pressed the potion into Mendelen' hand. "You are the most wounded, for the sake of all of us, you need it more. Have a seat and heal up. I'm going to grab some supplies for myself" He stated before he walked off into the store to get a basket. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded and drank the potion, then sat down on a nearby bench and leaned back against the wall behind it to rest and wait for the numbness to subside. 
 
      
 
    Kaden went to get himself some food, like everyone else he grabbed as much non-perishable food as he could fit in his basket, but he also grabbed a steak for tonight and stopped to grab several bottles of vitamins. He knew they were not going to have a good diet from here on out, so he hoped the vitamins would help them stay healthy. 
 
      
 
    It wasn't long before everyone met up at the pharmacy, Mendelen was just recovering from the five minutes of numbness, his wounds were all healed and he felt ready to fight again. "Alright, are we all ready?" He asked as he looked over the rest of the group, when he got a few nods of agreement and a few people saying "Yes" he nodded and spoke again. "Alright, head to checkout, put everything in bags that will be easy to carry, and lets get going to the hardware store to get some weapons." He said. 
 
      
 
    "Triple bag everything." Zanath spoke up. "Just in case one bag rips." He added as the group walked to checkout to bag their loot. Once they had everything in easier to carry bags they left the store and went back out into the streets. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen lead the way and spoke up for the group. "We will need to be careful. We probably can't run as fast carrying all this and we are definitely not as agile with it all. One person should not be carrying bags so they can hold their weapon instead." He said. He noticed Estellese struggling a little to carry her bags, with her burnt hands it really hurt to carry things. "Estell, since your hands are burnt why don't you give us your stuff and be the one carrying a weapon." He said. 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded a little and handed her bags to Mendelen and Kaden, then grabbed her makeshift club. "Thank you." She said. "Anyone know where the hardware store is? I didn't live in Oline city, and didn't visit it often." She said. 
 
      
 
    "I used to work at a business here, just follow me." Mendelen answered. He placed the dented and worn metal helmet he had taken from the goblin leader on his head and lead the way down the streets. With the other three following along close behind him. Although it was not long at all before they ran into the next road block. Everyone was tired, the sun was starting to rise as the third day began and they had not gotten any rest. But, with the sun rising and a new day beginning the monsters in the city were beginning to wake and were starting to come out again. 
 
      
 
    The roar of the dragon could be heard in the distance, making the four Alpha testers duck into an alleyway to hide as the dragon flew past. Just a few minutes after the roar echoed through the streets the goblins began sleepily stumbling out of the alleyways and homes. Yawning and stretching as they looked around. They had a whole city to loot now that the dragon lead them here, there was so many shiny things. Many of the goblins now carried bags and packs of shiny things they had collected overnight. Mostly random junk such as tin foil, plastic jewelry, mirror shards, jewelry, metals, and whatever else was shiny. 
 
      
 
    At first it was just a couple goblins wandering out into the streets, and the four Alphas picked up the pace to get away faster. Trying their best to stick to the shadows and move silently, to not draw attention to themselves. But as the morning went on, and as the dragon continued roaring like a rooster in the morning, more and more goblins were coming out. What started as four or five goblins wandering the streets every here and there quickly became twenty or thirty, which quickly became large crowds all over the place. It was like a massive infestation! There was hundreds of them, everywhere. 
 
      
 
    As the crowds began building up the Alphas ran found themselves unable to continue, there was a massive crows of goblins blocking their path and more were coming out, they would be surrounded in seconds and they knew if they didn't get out of the streets the goblins would see them. They turned and rushed into a nearby house, shutting and locking the doors behind them. They were so close to the hardware store, Kaden cussed quietly as he peeked out of the second floor window and watched the goblins swarming the streets. "What do we do now? They are searching the houses, it's just a matter of time before we are found." He asked. 
 
      
 
    "There's no way we are making it to the hardware store like this." Mendelen said bluntly. "The city is just too dangerous, we need to get out. There's too many monsters here." 
 
      
 
    "But we need the resources the city has." Estellese countered. "We have pretty much nothing, the city has everything we need to survive." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, we need the resources the city has to survive, but think about it. Are those resources worth dying over?" Mendelen replied. "We are pretty much a couple rats in a room full of hundreds of cats. Yes, there is cheese in the room, but we sure as heck don't want to be here right now. If we are going to survive, we need to avoid fighting unwinnable battles like this one" 
 
      
 
    "For once I agree with Mendelen." Kaden spoke up. "Some times the best tactic in combat is to flee and live to fight another day. There's no way we can take out these goblins. Each of us cam probably take out two or three of them, and there's around fifty just in the street right outside the house. Never mind the fifty or so further up the street, and the hundred or so I can see at the intersection in the distance. There is no possible way we can take them all on, we have a better chance of surviving if we get out of here." 
 
      
 
    "But if we can't survive here, where we have everything we need to survive, how will we survive someplace else where we have no resources?" Estellese countered. "Zanath, you're the smart one, you agree with me, right?" She asked but then when there was no answer she looked around. "Zanath? Where did he go?" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shrugged. "He wandered off shortly after we came in here. I am pretty sure he is still somewhere in the house." He replied as he peeked his head out of the room. 
 
      
 
    Almost as if on cue Zanath walked into the room carrying a couple backpacks, some duffel bags, a pillowcase, some rope, and a few other odds and ends. "Alright while you guys were doing, whatever it is you were doing, I searched the house and grabbed all the valuables I could find." He said as he put everything down. "There was two backpacks and three duffel bags in the closets. We should be able to put our food in these so we don't need to carry around grocery bags. I raided the kitchen and grabbed the kitchen knives, but we should keep the makeshift clubs because these are just steak knives, they will work as weapons but are short and flimsy, they may break or we may need something that hits a bit harder at some point." He stated. 
 
      
 
    "Wow, well you have been busy." Estellese replied in surprise. "Thanks. So you think we should stay here and try to survive in the city?" 
 
      
 
    "No. We have better chances outside the city." Zanath replied. "The other cities, if there is any, or the outside world if there is not hopefully won't be so mobbed. Grab a bag and a knife or two everyone." He said. 
 
      
 
    "Oh... Fine you guys win." Estellese sighed. 
 
      
 
    Kaden looked over the rest of the items Zanath had gathered. "What's the other stuff for?" He asked as he and the rest of the group each grabbed a bag and began filling it with the stuff they took from the grocery store. Mendelen and Kaden got the backpacks, while Estellese took one of the duffel bags. Kaden took two knives, Estellese and Mendelen both took one. 
 
      
 
    "The rest of the stuff is things I wanted for myself." Zanath said simply. "Drank one water bottle and dumped out two others, filled them with gasoline from a container in the shed. Don't worry I packed plenty of water, losing two won't matter much. Then I also grabbed a hammer, screwdriver, nails, a lighter, and a few magazines." He said simply as he packed everything except the candy into the two remaining duffel bags. Once he was packed he grabbed the pillow case and cut four tiny holes into it, then threaded the rope through the four holes to make straps and tied the rope together. With that done he filled the pillowcase with the candy and strapped it onto his back like a backpack, then strapped the two duffel bags over his shoulders and grabbed the rest of the knives. 
 
      
 
    "Ready to go?" Mendelen asked everyone once his friends were all packed up. "With all the goblins in the street, and the giant spiders who are probably still lurking around somewhere... Getting out is going to be hard. But we are already close to the eastern edge of the city, it's not too far." He said. To which everyone nodded. "Good, stick together, cover eachother's backs. And do not stay to fight unless we have to. Our supplies will slow us down, but make sure to keep moving." He instructed. 
 
      
 
    Once he had gotten a nod or an "Okay" from everyone he lead the way back to the front door and placed his hand on the handle. "On the count of three, I open the door and we all run out. We run east." He said, then pointed to his left to indicate which way was east since Kaden and Estellese were giving him a confused look. He kept his knife in his belt and held the makeshift club in his hand. Estellese readied her knife, Kaden held one knife in each hand, and Zanath held one knife in one hand and the club in his other hand. 
 
      
 
    "Alright. Three. Two. One." Mendelen started, then he suddenly shouted "Go!" and threw the door open, rushing out of the house with his three new friends following along behind him. The four of them sprinted down the street, catching the attention of the groups of goblins who turned and began running after the humans. But even with their extra baggage the humans were able to run fast enough to stay just a little ahead of the goblins. But the goblins were right behind them, if they stopped for even a moment the crowds of goblins would catch them. 
 
      
 
    But by the time they reached the end of the street the plan was already going wrong, not that they had expected any better. They had a crowd of goblins behind them and an even bigger crowd infront of them now. "Turn left, into the next house. Run through and out the back door, get through their yard to get to the next street over!" Mendelen called out as the group took a sharp left turn and ran to the nearest house. Mendelen sprinted ahead of the group to get to the door first, giving it a solid and powerful kick. With a lout smash the door was busted open and everyone was able to rush into the house. 
 
      
 
    Once they were all inside the house Kaden grabbed a nearby coffee table and shoved it infront of the door to slow the goblins down, then rejoined the others as they made a mad dash for the back door. But as they passed through the living room and into the kitchen they quickly found that there was already two goblins inside the house. 
 
      
 
    "Don't stop, plow through them and keep running! And don't get hit!" Mendelen called out. Leading the charge at the two confused goblins. The first one grabbed a nearby chair and swung it for Mendelen' head, but Mendelen ducked under the swing and followed up with a quick but powerful uppercut to the goblin's jaw, knocking the goblin to the floor as he just ran right past and out the back door. Estellese was right behind him and followed the path he cleared to get out with him. 
 
      
 
    The second goblin was blocking Zanath and Kaden's paths though, and they could hear the swarms of goblins rushing in the front door of the house already. That coffee table hadn't stopped them for more then a second. Seeing that Zanath was a little slowed down by all of his bags Kaden ran ahead to take on the goblin himself, partially to help his friend and partially to get revenge on the goblins for making a fool of him earlier. Being more cautious of the goblin's inhuman strength and his own lack of combat skill he rushed at the goblin and stabbed one of his knives for its throat, but the goblin simply grabbed his wrist and stopped Kaden's attack. The goblin's other hand moved to grab Kaden's other arm, expecting him to try and stab with the other knife, but Kaden didn't do that. He instead kneed the goblin in the crotch. As the goblin shouted in pain and hunched over then Kaden stabbed it in the throat with his other knife and shoved the goblin out of the way, the whole fight taking just two seconds to end. With the goblin shoved aside Zanath ran past and Kaden ran right out of the house with him, just a few seconds behind the others. 
 
      
 
    They rushed through the back yard and onto the next street over, this street wasn't any better, it too was filled with goblins but the intersection ahead was clear. Mendelen spoke up "The city limits are just ahead, about two blocks away there will be a highway we can get onto that leads out of the city, it goes alongside a lake." He explained as they rushed down the street. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know how much longer I can keep running." Kaden panted. 
 
      
 
    "We're all exhausted. Just keep running." Estellese replied. The group raced down the street, they had a semi-clear path. There was a few groups of goblins ahead of them but they were small groups of ten or twenty, small enough to run around and get past before most of the goblins noticed them. But after running about one block they ran into another mob of goblins blocking the path forwards, forcing them to take a sharp left turn down another street, followed by a right turn a little further down the street to go around the mob. But, this didn't work either. There was another mob of goblins down this street, and the mob chasing them was getting dangerously close. 
 
      
 
    "Through the house again!" Mendelen called out, intending to repeat the trick they used last time. They took a sharp right turn and ran for the nearby house, and again Mendelen delivered a powerful sprinting kick to the door. But this door did not budge. Mendelen was sent stumbling back, "This one's made of a much stronger wood! I can't break it." he called out as he turned around to see the massive crowd of hundreds of goblins quickly closing in on them. 
 
      
 
    "Stay alive! I'll open the door." Zanath called out as he grabbed one of his duffel bags and threw it through one of the house windows, smashing the window open. Then in a flash he dove into the house through the window, skillfully slipping right through the hole he made without touching the glass. It would take everyone else a while to climb in without cutting themselves open on the glass, and they didn't have the time for that. 
 
      
 
    The three who were left outside spread out in the yard not far from the door, clutching their weapons cautiously as they watched the horde of goblins rush at them. "Cover each others' backs and wait for Zanath." Mendelen called out. It was all he could say before the swarm of goblins was on top of them. "And be careful!" He called out. 
 
      
 
    In an instant they were almost surrounded and had goblins rushing in from every direction except from behind them. Mendelen was in the front so he was the first one to be targeted and three goblins rushed at him. As the first goblin charged him he swung the makeshift club at the goblin's head, making the goblin jump back to dodge the blow. As he swung a second goblin lunged at him from the side, but he dropped his club and grabbed the goblin's shoulders to push the goblin back and off himself. But while he was pushing away the second goblin the third one lunged in and threw a punch for Mendelen' back. 
 
      
 
    Estellese was quick to intercept the goblin that was attacking Mendelen. Stabbing her knife into its arm to stop the goblin's punch and then kicking it to the ground. But as she kicked that goblin yet another goblin came rushing at her from the side. She was quick to slide her duffel bag off her shoulder though and swung the bag that was full of cans at the goblin, bashing it in the head and knocking it over before it could get within arms reach of her. 
 
      
 
    Kaden wasn't faring much better, another three ran after him. As the first goblin charged at him and dove in to tackle him. Kaden quickly sidestepped the goblin and kicked it in the head when it missed and hit the ground. But as he went to move away from the goblin, it grabbed one of his legs just as the second goblin was rushing in to punch him. Thinking fast Kaden dodged the punch by falling onto his back and quickly stabbed the arm that was grabbing him to force it to let go. The second goblin moved in to kick Kaden after it's punch missed but Kaden flipped back onto his feet to evade the kick and jumped backwards just in time to get distance on the two standing goblins. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen backed away from the two goblins he was fighting, and looked up to see ten more of them catching up and joining the fight. But Zanath finally got around to the door and got it unlocked and open. "Get in!" Zanath shouted. 
 
      
 
    "Door's open! Go!" Mendelen shouted as he began running back for the house. He stayed behind to make sure both Kaden and Estellese were able to safely run inside before he too ran into the house, slamming the door shut behind him. "That won't hold them for long, go, go!" He called out as he ran for the back door, taking the lead again. His three friends followed along behind him and mere seconds later they could hear the front door being smashed open by the goblins. 
 
      
 
    They got out through the back door and sprinted through the back yard, getting back on the streets. The four of them sprinted down the street, dodging the groups of goblins they passed on the way. It was just a short dash down another two streets before they made it to the highway that lead the way out of the city. "Right there, there's the highway! We are just about at the city limits." Mendelen called out as he lead the way onto the highway and began running down the pavement. But... It was then that they came across an odd sight... 
 
      
 
    "Wait... What?" Mendelen questioned. The highway went a few more feet, to the city limits, then it just stopped. The pavement came to an end, and there was a big, open field of grass ahead. "That's not supposed to be there..." He murmured. It looked as if someone had just copy and pasted Oline city in the middle of a big open field and didn't bother finishing the roads that went outside of the city limits. 
 
      
 
    "What do we do now?" Zanath questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Just keep running, they will have to give up and stop chasing us eventually. Run out into the field!" Mendelen called out. He knew it was a terrible idea to run out into an open field like that, but there was no going back now. There was too many goblins behind them to turn around and go back now. They could only hope the goblins would give up the chase eventually. 
 
      
 
    – 
 
      
 
    – 
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    ~~ Chapter 5 : Discovering the Emory Forest. 
 
      
 
    The four Alphas came sprinting out of the city, running right out into the big, open, grassy field with the hordes of angry goblins right behind them. They ran for what must have been another hour or two, it felt like forever and the endless fields of tall grass seemed like they stretched on for ages. Their bodies were sore and exhausted, they couldn't run much longer, and then like a gift from above they spotted a forest ahead of them. 
 
      
 
    "Oh thank god! Something other then grass!" Estellese breathlessly called out as they ran for the forest. The rest of the group was staying focused on running and did not speak. The four of them ran straight into the forest, cutting off the goblins' vision of them, then thinking fast Mendelen made an order. 
 
      
 
    "Everyone!" He panted. "Climb a tree, quick before the goblins see us. They seem stupid, they won't think to look up in the trees and will run past us. We only have a few seconds." He panted, then in a flash he jumped up and grabbed onto a branch, then pulled himself up onto it and turned around, holding out a hand to help someone else up. 
 
      
 
    Estellese was right behind him, she grabbed onto his hand and he helped her pull herself up onto the branch with him. Zanath was right behind her, he jumped at a tree, kicked the bark of the tree and sprang off it, then grabbed onto a high branch and flipped onto it. Kaden was in the back, being the slowest in the group. He jumped up and grabbed onto Mendelen' hand and he too was pulled up onto the branch with Mendelen and Estellese. Once they were all up the three of them quickly began climbing a bit higher, on the other hand Zanath didn't need to since he was already high enough to be out of sight. 
 
      
 
    They barely made it up in time, just moments after they climbed up the branches the massive wave of goblins came running past. Just like Mendelen predicted, they were not looking up in the trees, they were looking forwards and just running towards where they thought the humans had gone. It felt like it took forever for the whole herd of goblins to run past, once they had all passed the group looked around at each other, and Mendelen shook his head, holding his hand up as if to signal "stop", he wanted to make sure they stayed in the trees for a little while, just in case the goblins came back or in case there was a few lagging behind. 
 
      
 
    They silently waited up in the trees for about thirty minutes, just to be clear that there was no more goblins going past, or coming back through. "Alright, I think it's all clear." Mendelen finally said before he began climbing down the tree, with Estellese and Kaden following moments after him. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, we're in a forest now. Now what?" Zanath asked, before jumping straight down from the branches, and tucking into a roll when he landed to break the momentum of the fall without breaking his legs. "Think this will be safer then the city?" 
 
      
 
    "Well, nothing is attacking us yet. And we don't have a dragon over our heads ringing a dinner bell." Kaden replied simply, he was still breathing a little heavily from all the running. He just walked over to the base of the tree and collapsed onto his butt, leaning back against the tree. 
 
      
 
    "We had moments in the city where nothing attacked too though. Doesn't mean we are safe." Mendelen pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "True." Kaden replied. "But for the moment, we are in the clear. We should take the time to rest before something else finds us." He stated. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "We just had thirty minutes of rest, we need to keep moving and find a safe place to hold up before night falls." He replied. "This forest seems to grow thicker in that direction, which I think is towards the center. We should head that way and see if we can find an area with a lot of trees grouped together that we can use as cover for the night. The tight space will hinder crowds from swarming us, and stop bigger creatures from getting in." 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded briefly and turned to look where Mendelen was pointing. "Sounds like a plan. If we can find some supplies to set up a makeshift camp that would be useful too." She said. 
 
      
 
    "Come on, we just got away. We can't rest for a while?" Kaden complained as he stood up, knowing very well that they were right, they had to keep moving. Any time spent resting was time not spent finding safety, and every second they weren't finding safety they were putting their lives at risk. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head and began walking, leading the group. "Yes, we can rest when we find a safe place to set up camp. A place where we won't be ambushed and killed. Or, at least a place that's a little denser and easier to defend then this." He explained. The group quieted down as they followed his lead into the woods. They walked for a while, it was a nice lull in the constant danger they had been in before. 
 
      
 
    As they walked deeper into the forest they noticed some odd herb-like plants on the ground. They definitely were not any type of plant from the real world, they had a red stem and thick white leaves. Thinking the plants may be poisonous, and worried that they could be poisonous to the touch like poison ivy the group decided not to touch them. Although Kaden, being Kaden, was rather interested in the odd plants and had picked a few of them. 
 
      
 
    He was inspecting them closely, the first one he picked apart the stem and ground the leaves down between his fingers, noting that the white leaves left a reddish powder when ground down. The next herb he grabbed then sniffed and bit a small piece of a leaf off. He wasn't really watching where he was going, but thankfully he was in the back of the group so nobody really noticed him tripping and stumbling over tree roots, bumping into trees, and playing with the strange plants. Well, not until he spoke up. "Hey guys, these smell and taste a lot like the healing potions." 
 
      
 
    Estellese stopped and turned around, only to see Kaden with one of the white leaves half in his mouth and a leafless stem in his hand. "Seriously? Didn't we just agree not to touch those because they may be poisonous?" 
 
      
 
    "I dunno, did we? I wasn't really paying attention." Kaden replied simply. 
 
      
 
    "Must you try eating every strange thing we find?" Estellese questioned him. "Seriously? You're gonna get yourself killed." 
 
      
 
    "Not everything, Only the things that look like they are good for you." Kaden said simply. "I inspected it first, it smells like the healing potion, and looks like it may be an ingredient to it, there was a powder similar to what the ground leaves look like in the pharmacy. I even feel a little numb after eating a small piece of one. Just a little." 
 
      
 
    "Can we please kill him before he dooms us all with his stupidity?" Estellese questioned. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed softly. "Come on you two, no fighting." He stated. "Kaden, how sure are you that its an ingredient for a healing potion?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "About eighty percent sure." Kaden replied simply "But I would need to test it, and would need more then one to test it, the effects of just one seem to be minimal and hardly noticeable." He explained. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, well don't eat any more. We'll figure out what they do later if you're willing to be a test dummy." Mendelen said simply. 
 
      
 
    Estellese was shocked. "You're joking right? He eats a random plant off the ground and you are going to tell him to eat another later?" 
 
      
 
    Kaden nodded "Yeah, I'm up for it. I am pretty confident that these are used in the,- DUCK!" he shouted out. 
 
      
 
    The four of them dropped to the ground as fast as they could, and with a loud swoosh a massive metal battleaxe flew over their heads and slammed into the tree behind them. "What the hell was that?" Estellese questioned. And she got her answer sooner then she may have wanted. 
 
      
 
    With a loud roar a ten foot tall, half human, half bull, hulking mass of muscle came stomping out from behind the trees on the right side of the group. The minotaur gave them a death glare and snorted loudly as it stomped it's hoof on the ground. They had trespassed into the beast's territory and the beast wanted them out, now. 
 
      
 
    The group looked down at their weapons, these tiny kitchen knives and fragile clubs, then looked back at the massive beast in front of them. "We probably can't even effectively damage it..." Zanath spoke up. "Bulls have strong hides, these tiny kitchen knives aren't going to do more then scratch it." 
 
      
 
    "It's not attacking, I think it just wants us to back off." Estellese pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Then lets do that." Mendelen replied. "Quickly." 
 
      
 
    The Minotaur was getting impatient, it slammed its hoof into the ground again and let out a low growl as it suddenly started charging at the group. Causing all four of them to make a mad dash away from the beast. The minotaur gave chase, but only for a few more seconds before it stopped and went back to get its axe. 
 
      
 
    The group did not turn back, they just continued running as fast as they could to get away. They ran deep into the woods and didn't stop until they were sure that they had run very far away from the beast. They finally came to a stop near the center of the woods, where the trees were all close together, the forest was cramped and hard to maneuver through here. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen slowed down to a walking pace once they arrived, "Alright, spread out a little and find a spot where there's enough space for us to lay down and rest. We don't need a lot of space, I don't see anything around here we can really use to make a tent. Not easily at least. And while you are searching grab as many of those odd red and white plants as you can." 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure it's safe to stay here?" Estellese questioned. "If we run into more of those things we could be in a hell of a lot of trouble." She stated. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded. "The minotaur has hooves, and was pretty big. I don't think it would be able to easily maneuver around this dense area, or slip in between the trees like we do. Plus it was slow, so we should be fine. We will meet back here by night fall, and hope someone found a place for us to stay" He replied before he split off from the group, not going too far, and began searching for a good place for everyone to rest for the night. 
 
      
 
    Kaden and Estellese also went off their own separate ways, and then Zanath too split from the group and began searching the woods. Out of everyone here he was having the least difficulty traveling through the denser and thicker woods. He scouted through the woods for a while, it was slowly starting to get dark and he knew he was considering heading back to the meeting point soon to find the others. But he suddenly heard a quiet growling coming from his left. He turned a little and spotted three gray wolves slowly stalking towards him. They were bearing their fangs and growling, slowly circling him as the small pack tried to surround him. He grabbed all seven of his knives in one hand and adjusted them so he was holding one between his thumb and pointer finger, and the rest in his palm. His other hand grabbed his makeshift club and he waited for the wolves to make a move. He considered calling for help, but decided that he would be fine on his own. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the wolf in front of him, the leader of the pack, started the attack. The wolf lunged at him, trying to tackle him to the ground. But Zanath was quick to bash the wolf out of the air and onto it's back with the makeshift spiked club. As the wolf flew back he threw one of the knives at it with deadly accuracy, piercing the wolf's throat and killing it with the very first knife he threw. 
 
      
 
    He heard the other two wolves rushing in to bite his legs and was quick to jump forwards, dropping his club so he could grab onto a tree branch. Then he quickly flipped himself up onto the branch. Once he was safely up on the branch he looked down at the wolves as they growled at him, and he threw the rest of his knives, three at each of the wolves. The first wolf was struck with all three, once in the shoulder, once in the back, and once in the back of the neck. That wolf yelped in pain and collapsed to the ground, not dead but too wounded to keep fighting. 
 
      
 
    The second wolf was only hit by one, straight in the center of its back. Once the first knife hit the wolf quickly jumped out of the way of the rest and then returned to growling at Zanath. Zanath took the two duffel bags off his back, so he wouldn't be weighed down by them as much, and dropped them down to the ground. Then he jumped down from the branch, tucking into a roll as he hit the ground and sweeping his club up off the ground as he rolled. Of course, the wolf jumped on top of him immediately and pinned him down onto his back, but right as the wolf went to bite him he shoved the side of his makeshift club into the wolf's mouth to stop it from biting. As the wolf struggled and tried to bite the club, Zanath reached around and grabbed the knife from the wolf's back with his other hand. Then in one swift motion he yanked the knife out of the wolf's back, and stabbed it back into the side of the wolf's head. 
 
      
 
    With the three wolves either dead or incapacitated, Zanath stood up and recollected his knives. He picked up his bags, and he finished off the wounded wolf by quickly cutting it's throat. He didn't want it to suffer with it's wounds, and he knew it wouldn't survive either way. He frowned a little as he looked over the three dead wolves, he was a bit sad that he had to kill them but he shook it off. This was a game, as real as it felt they were not real. He grabbed his things and went to meet the others back at the meeting point. 
 
      
 
    – 
 
      
 
    He didn't need to wait too long before the others arrived, everyone pretty much came back around the same time. Estellese was already back when Zanath returned. She looked up at him and asked "Did you find anything?" 
 
      
 
    "Just the plants." Zanath replied simply, choosing to leave out his encounter with the wolves. "You?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "I found a place we can probably stay, and more of those plants. They are all over the place." Estellese replied simply. And as she spoke she spotted Mendelen returning to the camp. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen smiled a bit "Good because I didn't find anything other then the plants. So we are just missing Kaden then?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, he probably did something stupid and got himself killed." Estellese remarked. 
 
      
 
    "You don't like him much, do you?" Mendelen chuckled. 
 
      
 
    "He's cocky! And annoying as hell!" Estellese protested. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen chuckled softly and after a moment Kaden returned to the group with a handful of the odd plants. "Welcome back," Mendelen greeted "Estell has found a place for us to camp out for the night. We're going to head there now. Lead the way Estell" He said. 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded and lead the way to a tiny clearing that was surrounded by bushes and thickly settled trees that made getting into it difficult. The group slipped into the tiny clearing, there wasn't a ton of space but there was enough for everyone. 
 
      
 
    "I wonder why the trees didn't grow here." Kaden mused. But when everyone else shrugged he just sat down in the middle of the clearing and began grinding up some more of the oddly colored herbs in his hands. He couldn't grind them up too well, it took forever, but he was grinding up several of them. 
 
      
 
    "You going to give the herbs a test? See if they work?" Mendelen asked. To which Kaden simply nodded. "Alright, I'll help out then." Mendelen added as he sat down near kadin and he too began grinding up a few herbs. 
 
      
 
    Zanath and Estellese wandered off to different sides of the clearing, both of them were looking for a semi comfortable place to sleep while Kaden and Mendelen prepared a few of the herbs. For a little while the group was quiet. After a few minutes enough of the herbs were ground up into a sort of a powder. With that said and done Kaden took one of his knives and carefully made a small cut on his arm, then he took the ground up herbs he had in his palm and then he dumped them into one of the bottles of water Zanath had brought, and then he quickly chugged down all the water. 
 
      
 
    "The potions took five minutes to work." Kaden said, just in case they had forgotten. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded "I know. We'll keep a close eye on you until then. Just to make sure nothing bad happens." He said. "Not that there's much we can do if something bad does come from drinking those." He added. 
 
      
 
    Kaden nodded a little "I am pretty sure they are ingredients in the potions. I should be okay. If not then I'll figure something out." He said. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded, and within a minute or so Kaden went numb and had to lay down. The group remained relatively quiet for the next few minutes. They were all a little worried about what would happen. The five minutes felt like they dragged on forever, but by the end of the five minutes the cut had healed and Kaden was back on his feet. "It works, these are used for potions." He stated. "Lets get another one ready for Estell, so we can heal up her burns." 
 
      
 
    "Already got one. Ground up several more herbs and put them into a bottle while you were making yours." Mendelen replied as he tossed the water bottle that had the ground herbs mixed in it to Estellese, who caught it and cautiously inspected the red water. 
 
      
 
    "So, just drink it all? And thanks." Estellese replied. When she got a nod from the others she drank the entire bottle as fast as she could and laid down, waiting for it to work. In five minutes her hands were healed and the burns were gone. 
 
      
 
    With everyone in good health and the group in a semi safe area they all found a place to lay down and went to sleep for the night. One person at a time would take shifts watching over the camp for a few hours each. Mendelen took the first shift, then Estellese, then Zanath. 
 
      
 
    On Zanath's shift he was looking up at the full moon, he could just barely see it through the trees. He stood up when he suddenly heard a wolf's howl in the distance. Followed by another howl moments later, then another, and another, it sounded like there was a ton of wolves surrounding them. Thankfully it was just wolves, but there was so many that it concerned him when he heard the howls and nearby growling steadily getting closer. It was getting a little too close for comfort. 
 
      
 
    "Guys, wake up. We may have to fight a few wolves." Zanath said, repeating the words several times as he quickly rushed to each of his new allies and shook them to wake them. Once everyone was awake and standing together he looked up at them. "I hear a lot of wolves around us and they are getting closer. But I took three of them out earlier, they are easy. We should have no problem standing our ground." He explained. 
 
      
 
    "You killed three of them by yourself? Nice." Estellese replied as the group grabbed their weapons again and prepared for the fight ahead of them. 
 
      
 
    There was another howl, this one sounding very close to the edge of the clearing. The group turned to face the source of the noise, they could see the bushes moving as something came closer. Then, all of a sudden, some furry, human-sized creature came dashing out from the trees. It was moving so incredibly fast that it was just a blur, and in a split second the beast went from the woods to standing two feet away from the four humans. It swiped it's claw at Zanath who attempted to block with his makeshift club, but it was useless. The beast was so strong that it splintered the wooden club into pieces, knocking Zanath backwards a few feet with the force of the blow. 
 
      
 
    The group looked up to see a six foot tall humanoid standing on two legs. It had a human torso, arms, and legs but had a wolf's head, and paws for hands and feet with a long tail while it's entire body was covered in fur. It was a werewolf and it was not alone, moments later three more werewolves began running out from the trees. They were surrounded. 
 
      
 
    Moving quick Kaden lunged in and stabbed the werewolf in the side of the neck with his knives. He jumped back as the werewolf spun around and swiped its claws at him, narrowly dodging the attack. He thought he had landed a good blow in there, the werewolf was bleeding very badly. But as the werewolf turned on him and began walking towards him he watched as the wounds on the beast's neck slowly healed. Within just a few seconds the werewolf had fully recovered. "They heal! We can't damage them!" Kaden called out as he dove to the side to evade another slash from the werewolf's claws. 
 
      
 
    "Well we can't outrun them, they are too damn fast!" Estellese countered as she turned to the other incoming werewolves, along with Zanath and Mendelen. The four of them were almost standing back to back. 
 
      
 
    "Get to a tree, maybe they won't be able to reach us up in a tree!" Mendelen called out as he watched the werewolves slowly approaching and surrounding them. 
 
      
 
    "Are you crazy? How are we going to make it to the trees before we get mauled?" Estellese countered. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen stepped up to take the lead again. "Run as a group, cover each other's backs. Whoever is attacked needs to dodge, and someone else needs to strike their attacker. Just knock the attacker away and keep running. Go!" 
 
      
 
    The group began to run, but as they did one of the surrounding werewolves lunged for Estellese. But Estellese was quick to dive out of the way while Kaden bashed the werewolf aside. They immediately continued running for the trees. They couldn't even move five feet before the werewolves were on top of them again. One lunged for Mendelen but was quickly bashed away by Estellese. A second one attempted to tackle Zanath but Zanath ducked underneath it and thrust a knife up into its stomach as the werewolf flew over his head. He lost his knife, but he just grabbed a new one from his belt. 
 
      
 
    There was just so many of them though, another wolf lunged at Estellese, but she was quick to dive out of the way and Kaden followed up the attack by slamming his makeshift club down into the werewolf's head, knocking it to the ground. But immediately after he struck that wolf another wolf jumped onto Kaden's back and pinned him to the ground, but in a flash both Mendelen and Estellese slammed into the werewolf's side and shoved it off Kaden. But as soon as they did two more werewolves were already moving in on the three of them and a third werewolf was rushing after Zanath. 
 
      
 
    Zanath was quick to jump backwards to avoid the lunge of the werewolf that was attacking him, and skillfully flung one of his knives at one of the werewolves that was going after his three allies. Striking it in the Achilles tendon in the back of the werewolf's leg, sending that werewolf tumbling to the ground. The other werewolf lunged for Mendelen but as planned Mendelen dove out of the way and Kaden was quick to bash the werewolf with his makeshift club and knock it backwards a little. 
 
      
 
    They finally made it to the trees, which hadn't even been that far away. But another problem quickly arose, the wolves were attacking too fast for them to climb up the tree. Zanath tried jumping up and kicking off the tree like he had done before, but another werewolf lunged at him while he was in mid jump and swatted him out of the air with it's claws. Leaving a deep cut in his side and slamming him right back to the ground, causing him to shout out in pain. Before the werewolf could cause him any further harm Estellese rushed over to attack the werewolf from the side, and shoved the werewolf away. As it stumbled back she quickly grabbed the back of Zanath's shirt and yanked him back up onto his feet as fast as she could. She barely made it in time before another werewolf was in front of her and taking a slash at her head. 
 
      
 
    Estellese couldn't dodge fast enough, she let out a yelp and in a panic she lifted her club in an attempt to block. But the werewolf's claw slammed into her club so hard it just snapped her club in half and went straight through her block, causing her to move her arms in front of the werewolf's claws as fast as she could to protect her head. She screamed out in pain as the werewolf's claws dug deep into her arms and she was thrown back against the tree from the force of the hit. Kaden and Mendelen both were quick to rush in and bash the werewolf who was attacking Estellese away with their clubs, but things were turning bad, fast. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen took a defensive stance between Estellese and Zanath, and the werewolves. "You two, get up the tree, as fast as you can. Kaden, help me cover them." He instructed, watching as Kaden came up beside him to try and cover the others, and as the other two did their best to start climbing the tree. But they were greatly slowed down by their wounds. One of the werewolves tried to run past Mendelen to reach the two wounded fighters but Mendelen was quick to slam his makeshift club into the werewolf's kneecap, knocking the beast to the ground with a loud crack and a howl of pain. A second werewolf lunged for Mendelen, but Kaden was quick to grab his arm and pull Mendelen out of the way, then promptly slammed his makeshift club down onto the werewolf's head. Another werewolf lunged for Mendelen but Mendelen slammed his club up into its jaw, knocking it onto its back. And as the fourth and final werewolf lunged for Kaden he quickly dove out of the way. 
 
      
 
    They still hadn't even left a scratch on a single werewolf, the ones they struck down just got right back up within a few seconds of being knocked down. But by now Zanath and Estellese were safely up in the tree. "Kaden you're next. Go!" Mendelen called out. 
 
      
 
    "No way, you can't take them all on yourself. And you can't climb fast enough to get up there with them all attacking you. You first" Kaden countered. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden just go!" Mendelen argued as he dove out of the way of another werewolf. 
 
      
 
    "No. I'm not going until you do. I can climb faster." Kaden argued. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen could tell that Kaden was going to be stubborn and was not going to give in, and they did not have time to sit here and argue. "Fine, just be careful." Mendelen insisted as he ran to the tree and started climbing up. 
 
      
 
    Kaden was doing his best to hold out against all of them alone, but without help he could not afford to make a single mistake. He had nobody covering his back, nobody to save him if he got pinned. He jumped to the side to evade the lunge of one werewolf, and barely managed to sidestep a slash from another werewolf. As a third werewolf came in he stumbled backwards to avoid the blow, but then as the first one rushed in to attack again he was forced to parry the attack with his makeshift club. He used the club to try to block and then push away the werewolf's attack, which caused his own club to splinter into small pieces and sent Kaden stumbling backwards, but successfully pushed the attack away from himself. 
 
      
 
    But then the second werewolf lunged at him, pinning Kaden to the ground. Kaden shouted in pain as the werewolf's claws dug into his shoulders and cussed loudly as he was pinned. He had no way of getting the werewolf off himself, it was much stronger then he was. The werewolf opened it's mouth and moved in to bite his throat, then suddenly there was a loud metallic clang and the werewolf was knocked off of him. He looked over to see that Zanath had thrown the heavy bag full of canned foods down at the werewolf and struck it in the side of the head. 
 
      
 
    "Get up here! Now!" Mendelen called out as he reached the higher branches in the tree, then leaned down and held out a hand to try and help pull Kaden up faster. 
 
      
 
    Kaden sprung back onto his feet as fast as he could and made a mad dash for the tree. The other three werewolves rushed after him, and would have caught him long before he reached the tree. But Zanath was quick to throw three knives down, and with pinpoint accuracy hit all three werewolves in the face with a knife, which made them recoil in pain and slowed them down just long enough for Kaden to reach the tree. 
 
      
 
    Kaden jumped up and grabbed Mendelen' hands, but as Mendelen tried to pull him up the werewolves recovered from their knife wounds and two of them grabbed onto Kaden's legs, digging their claws into him and tearing at his legs. Kaden shouted out in pain and Mendelen tried to pull him up but the werewolves were holding him down and trying to pull him back. The more both sides pulled, the more the claws tore up Kaden's legs. "Get them off! Quick!" Mendelen called out. 
 
      
 
    "I can only reach one of them! My view of the other one is blocked" Zanath called out, but he promptly threw a knife down into the face of one werewolf. The werewolf howled in pain but refused to let go and instead dug its claws deeper into Kaden's leg, causing Kaden to scream out in pain. Zanath quickly threw a second knife down at the werewolf's face, again to no effect. When that didn't work and he realized he only had one knife left he knew he had to try something different. He needed something heavier to knock the werewolf off Kaden and he didn't have anything he could throw that they didn't need. 
 
      
 
    Zanath took a deep breath, and quickly calculated his move in his head, then suddenly he jumped down off the branch and landed right on the werewolf's shoulders, slamming his feet down onto the werewolf as hard as he could as he landed. He used the werewolf as a springboard, slamming it down to the ground while jumping off it and back up into the tree. He whimpered in pain from the movement, the slash in his side made moving extremely painful, but that wasn't all. The wound also slowed him down, it stopped him from jumping as high as he normally could. As he jumped up and reached out to grab the branch to get back up, it was just out of his reach, and he started to fall back down. 
 
      
 
    In a flash, something grabbed onto Zanath's arm, catching him before he fell too far. He looked up to see Estellese, who was now screaming in pain as she tried to hold him up with her torn up arms. "Get up! Quick! I can't hold you for long!" Estellese shouted out, her voice wavering in pain. 
 
      
 
    Zanath grabbed onto Estellese's arms, but realized that the other werewolf was still clinging onto Kaden's leg. "I'm sorry!" He said quickly, before he swung himself at the other werewolf and slammed his heel down into the werewolf's elbow, causing the werewolf to howl out in pain as it's elbow was broken, and forcing the beast to let go with that arm. But the swinging also pulled Estellese's arms and made her scream in pain again. Zanath then cringed in pain as he pulled himself up her arm and grabbed onto the branch they were sitting on, then let her go and pulled himself onto the branch. He only just barely pulled his legs up in time to avoid being grabbed by another werewolf who replaced the one he knocked down 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, once Zanath knocked one werewolf off Kaden and knocked one of the other werewolf's arms away, Mendelen took that moment to pull Kaden up. He yanked Kaden's arms as hard as he could. The werewolf was still clutching his leg with one of its claws, and those claws tore into Kaden's leg as Mendelen pulled, but with it only having one hand grasping Kaden, Kaden was pulled out of the werewolf's grip and up onto the branch with Mendelen. 
 
      
 
    Everyone was finally up in the tree, just out of the werewolves' reach. But it wasn't over, the werewolves couldn't jump as high as the humans could, but they instead moved to the base of the tree and dug their claws into the bark, then began climbing up. 
 
      
 
    "No... They can climb trees? You're kidding me..." Mendelen panted out, then turned to look back at his three wounded friends. None of them were in any condition to fight. 
 
      
 
    "How the hell do they expect anyone to survive in this game?" Estellese nearly shouted. 
 
      
 
    "We need to climb higher, it's the only place we can go." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "Are you crazy?" Kaden groaned. "I can't move my legs, they are torn up too much." He stated, his voice was weak and laced with pain. His legs were in very bad shape and he was losing a lot of blood. "Blood loss is setting in, I am lightheaded and my vision is slowly going black." 
 
      
 
    "We have no choice, up is the only way we can go. Use your arms if you can't move your legs." Mendelen stated before he grabbed Kaden and lifted him up near a higher branch. 
 
      
 
    Kaden whimpered in pain but caught onto the plan quickly and grabbed onto the branch, then pulled himself up. Thankfully the werewolves could not climb nearly as fast as they could run. 
 
      
 
    "Estell, grab onto my back, I'll carry you up." Mendelen instructed, being the only one who wasn't wounded he had to help everyone else get up. There was no way Estellese could continue climbing fast enough with her arms torn up like this. 
 
      
 
    "You sure?" Estellese questioned, but when he nodded and crouched down she got onto his back and he stood back up, giving her a piggyback ride. "Zanath, come up right after me." Mendelen stated before he started climbing up the tree as fast as he could with Estellese on his back. He was struggling to climb with her added weight, but thankfully he was strong enough to climb relatively fast. And Zanath was right behind him, struggling to move with his wounds but pushing through the pain and climbing as fast as he could. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Zanath climbed right past the branch Kaden was on, going up the tree without him. "I will be back for you Kaden. Estell, keep an eye on him." Mendelen ordered. 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Estellese replied. She looked down at Kaden and the werewolves that were closing in. She watched as they climbed higher and higher, but the werewolves were slowly closing in on Kaden. Kaden grabbed his club and was trying to swat them down, but the blood loss was making him weak, he couldn't put enough force into his swings to knock them down. Estellese bit her lip, then acted as fast as she could. She pulled her duffel bag of food off her back, using her legs to hold onto Mendelen, then threw the duffel bag down at the werewolves as hard as her wounded arms would allow. Her bag was full of food, mostly cans, and that made the bag heavy. As it struck the first wolf in the head it hit hard enough to knock the werewolf off the tree, which in turn made the werewolf fall and knock all the werewolves underneath itself off the tree too. But all the werewolves just got right back on the tree and started climbing back up. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen finally reached the highest branches that could support their weight. Mendelen quickly put Estellese down on a branch and immediately started climbing back down as fast as he could. He was about halfway back down when he realized that the werewolves were getting a little too close to Kaden again, they could almost reach him. He grit his teeth, he didn't want to throw away even more of their food, but he had no choice. He pulled his bag of food off his shoulders and hurled it down at the top werewolf. But as the bag fell down towards the werewolf the beast let go of the tree with one hand and swatted the bag away, it was not going to fall for the same trick twice. 
 
      
 
    The werewolf that was the highest up on the tree grabbed onto the branch that Kaden was sitting on, Kaden was repeatedly hitting it in the head and hands with his spiked club but his body was too weak from blood loss. The werewolf was just completely ignoring his feeble attempts to knock it down, it was hanging from the branch and was slowly starting to pull itself up. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen saw his bag miss, and saw how close the werewolf was. There was no way he could climb down fast enough to get there in time, he was too far up the tree. He cussed lightly under his breath, then in a reckless attempt to save Kaden, he let go of the tree and fell. He was not even close to being as agile as Zanath, he couldn't pull off the fancy tricks Zanath did. As he fell he grabbed onto the branch Kaden was sitting on to break his fall, with a loud pop and a shout of pain he felt one of his shoulders break as his shoulders ended up taking the impact of the fall, and his hands were cut up on the tree bark. It was far too big of a jump to simply catch yourself like that. But that didn't stop Mendelen, as soon as he grabbed the branch he swung forwards and kicked the werewolf that was hanging from the branch as hard as he could in the chest, with both of his feet, Knocking the werewolf off the tree and right back down to the ground. The fall knocked the werewolf out, and it seemed like the werewolf did not recover from unconsciousness as fast as it recovered from everything else. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen cringed in pain as he pulled himself up onto the branch and looked down at his hands, they were covered in blood but he couldn't tell if it was his own or if it was from one of his friends. It felt like his hands were cut up by the branch though, so he assumed it was his own. The second werewolf grabbed onto the branch now that the first one had been knocked off, and it too started pulling itself up onto the branch. 
 
      
 
    "Lets go." Mendelen said as he crouched down and let Kaden grab onto his back. As soon as Kaden was holding on he began climbing the tree again, as fast as he could. He was exhausted, and in severe pain from his broken shoulder and torn up hands, but running off adrenaline he was pushing through the pain and climbing fast. The werewolves were quickly falling behind, thankfully they were very slow climbers. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen made it almost all the way to the top, but then suddenly he felt Kaden leaning back and felt Kaden's grip slowly loosening. Kaden had lost too much blood, he passed out and was no longer holding on, he was slowly slipping off Mendelen' back. "Get a potion made up for Kaden! Now! Have Estellese drink one too, but get Kaden's down here first!" Mendelen shouted up to the others, who were about fifteen feet above him. He grabbed Kaden to stop him from falling off and quickly moved onto the nearest branch where he leaned Kaden up against the trunk of the tree, he couldn't both hold Kaden up and climb at the same time. 
 
      
 
    "On it." Zanath called out as him and Estellese quickly grabbed some of their herbs and began grinding them up as best as they could, then they would to mix them into two water bottles. 
 
      
 
    The werewolves were slowly catching up and getting close, Mendelen gripped his club tightly and was prepared to swing if they got in range. 
 
      
 
    "Done! Catch!" Zanath called out. He waited for Mendelen to put the club down and look up before Zanath tossed the water bottle potion down to him. Mendelen went to catch the bottle, but with his hands being so torn up and numb from the climb, and his hands also being covered in blood and slippery, when he tried to grab the bottle he couldn't grab onto it tightly enough and it slipped right out of his hand, falling down to the ground at the bottom of the tree. 
 
      
 
    "Carry it down Zanath!" Estellese shouted at him in a panic. She handed him the bottle she had made for herself then quickly got to work on making another one. They had collected a lot of herbs, but it was only enough for about ten or so potions, that was the second one they made and it was wasted, and they were going to need four more to heal everyone. They were going to run out in no time at this rate. 
 
      
 
    Zanath took the bottle from Estellese and put it in one of his pockets, then quickly began climbing down the tree as fast as his wounds would let him. 
 
      
 
    The werewolves were starting to reach the branch now though, the one that was the highest up on the tree grabbed onto the branch and started pulling itself up. Mendelen grabbed his club, and then grabbed Kaden's too, holding one in each hand. Then he started smashing the spiked clubs into the werewolf's head and hands repeatedly, as fast and hard as he could. The werewolf howled in pain and was struggling to hold on and trying to pull itself up, but it was getting wounded faster then it could recover. After many swings, it's hands became too torn up to keep a grip on the branch and it fell all the way back down to the ground, it too was knocked out and did not get back up, for now. But the other two were not far behind. 
 
      
 
    Zanath reached the branch Kaden and Mendelen were on, and quickly rushed over to Kaden. Pouring the drink into his mouth and forcing the unconscious man to swallow it. Meanwhile the second wolf grabbed onto the branch and Mendelen began bashing it's head and hands just like he did to the last one. It again took many hits to bring it down, but it eventually lost its grip and fell to the ground, being knocked out by the impact like all of the others. 
 
      
 
    The last of the werewolves saw the failures of the other two and tried a different tactic. Instead of climbing onto the branch everyone was on, it started climbing onto a nearby one, out of Mendelen' reach. Once it was up on the limb it turned to the humans who were across from it then jumped across to their branch, landing in between Mendelen and Zanath. 
 
      
 
    The werewolf swiped its claws for Zanath's head, but Zanath ducked under the swing and carefully took a step back to get some distance. Mendelen stepped forwards and slammed both clubs into the werewolf's side, trying to knock it off the branch, he made it stumble but it didn't fall. Zanath saw his opportunity as the werewolf stumbled, he dove forwards and tackled the werewolf, throwing both himself and the werewolf right off the branch. 
 
      
 
    As they fell, Zanath grabbed onto one of the first branches he fell past and caught himself. He shouted in pain as the slash in his side was torn open even more and just hung there for a moment, watching the werewolf fall the rest of the way to the ground. It too was knocked out and joined the others in laying at the base of the tree. Zanath pulled himself up onto the branch and collapsed onto it, panting heavily. His wound was just a slash in the side, but he too was starting to feel the effects of blood loss setting in. 
 
      
 
    But, they were safe for now. With the werewolves out of the way Mendelen laid back on his own branch, panting for air. Once the five minutes were up and her wounds were healed, Estellese made two new potions and climbed down, passing one to both Mendelen and Zanath. But she noticed that Kaden's five minutes were up, and his wounds had not completely healed. They were mostly healed, but there was still a few deep cuts and scrapes. Thankfully, he took the potion before he bled to death, but it was a very close call. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, the potion didn't heal Kaden all the way." Estellese pointed out. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shrugged and shook his head after taking a look. "I don't know..." He said breathlessly. "His legs were really badly torn up, maybe there's a limit to how much damage the potions can fix. We'll give him another one, maybe that will heal the rest." He stated. 
 
      
 
    And that was what they did, a second potion was able to heal Kaden the rest of the way, and after that they went back to sleep up in the tree for what was left of the night. Each of them would take shifts in keeping watch over the others, including Kaden when he woke up. 
 
      
 
    – 
 
      
 
    – 
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    (Sorry this is so late, between work and college I have had almost no time to work on my stories. But I am still working on both of them. Chapter 7 is written, I just need to proofread it and patch it up, which takes a bit of time. But it should be out soon.) 
 
      
 
    ~~ Chapter 6: Back to Square One ~~ 
 
      
 
    Morning came in what felt like no time at all, nobody slept well with the threat of the werewolves looming just below them. But at this point, there was nothing more they could do, they were stuck up in this tree until the werewolves left. When morning came Mendelen was on his shift, watching over the group. He watched as the werewolves turned back into humans, and those humans saw the bags of loot that had been thrown down at them during the previous night. They took all of the bags before running off, and Mendelen was too high up in the tree to get down in time to stop them. All of that food and survival supplies, they had just gotten it, and now it was gone. 
 
      
 
    Kaden still had his bag of food, and Zanath still had his bags of water and candy. But everything else they had picked up on their way here was gone. "We are right back to where we started..." Kaden spoke up, walking over to Mendelen and watching as the werewolves ran off with their things. "Completely helpless against the countless beasts all around us... With no supplies to survive... What do we do now?" 
 
      
 
    "We are stuck between a rock and a hard place." Mendelen replied. "It seems like no matter where we go, we will be nothing more then food for the locals." 
 
      
 
    "I would say, we were safer in the city though." Kaden replied. When he spoke Mendelen paused to think about it. But before he could answer Estellese spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "Are you insane?" Estellese countered. "The city had a fricken dragon!" 
 
      
 
    "I would have to agree with Kaden on this one." Mendelen answered. "The city had a dragon, yes. But only one that we know of. We can hide in the houses to keep out of the dragon's sight, but out here in the woods, if these werewolves come after us again. We can't escape them. We were lucky we got away the first time, they just move too fast for us, and we can't do anything to harm them." He said. 
 
      
 
    "What about the goblins?" Estellese countered. "Those things have nearly superhuman strength. And the giant spiders we saw before?" 
 
      
 
    "The goblins may be strong, but they are dumb as bricks." Zanath interrupted as he joined the others. "And the giant spiders have the disadvantage of being giant. Their size won't help them much in the tight alleyways." Plus, he himself felt safer in the city. With his skills in parkour, the buildings offered much more safety to him then they did to others. 
 
      
 
    "So. We are heading back to the city then?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "My vote is go back to the city." Kaden answered. "We have no chance of survival out here." 
 
      
 
    "City." Zanath replied. 
 
      
 
    "Fine..." Estellese sighed. "I just think we would be safer finding a new place." 
 
      
 
    "It is just too much of a risk." Mendelen replied. "What if whatever else is out there is worse? Werewolves are low on the chain of dangerous monsters, all things considered. We have nothing to defend ourselves with, but we know we can handle the monsters in the city. It is our safest bet right now." He explained. "Lets go everyone." 
 
      
 
    "Which way is it?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "South west." Zanath replied, pointing to their right. "We ran north east to get here, and the sun is rising in that direction." He explained, pointing to the sun in a left-ish direction. 
 
      
 
    "How do you notice these things?" Estellese questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Isn't it obvious? Everyone knows where the sun is." Zanath answered. 
 
      
 
    "It's not obvious... When ou are running from hordes of giblins that are trying to kill you, who pays attention to the sun?" Estellese replied. To which Zanath just shrugged. 
 
      
 
    Everyone made their way down the tree, and quickly headed back in the direction of town. They were all exhausted from that sleepless night, and they wanted to conserve their energy, so they did not run and instead jogged back towards town. Mendelen and Estellese lead the way; Kaden trailed behind them a little, not being in as good shape as they were; and Zanath, despite being able to easily outrun them all, trailed in the back not far behind Kaden. 
 
      
 
    They had a rather uneventful jog back towards the city. They avoided the place where they saw the minotaur before and quickly were out of the forest. They did notice that there was a mountain south of the forest and east of the field that was surrounding Oline city, but they opted to not check that out. The dangerous mountain paths were not what they needed right now. It was a few hours later that they finally reached Oline city again. 
 
      
 
    They stood on that weird city limit where the city met the surrounding grassy field, where the road out of the city just stopped and suddenly became grass. "Hey, Kaden. I broke my club in the last fight, can I have yours? Since you aren't using it?" Estellese asked, noting that Kaden had chosen to carry two knives and had his club just lying in his bag. 
 
      
 
    "Sure." Kaden said, he took the makeshift club out of his bag and handed it to Estellese. 
 
      
 
    "Can I have your knife? You don't use it and I threw all but one of mine." Zanath asked Estellese. 
 
      
 
    "Uh..." Estellese hesitated. "Sure." She said and handed him her knife, he was pretty good at throwing those things. She just hoped he didn't lose this one too. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen took a deep breath. "Alright, lets go everyone. Keep your weapons in your hands, as always." He said before he began leading the way into the city. 
 
      
 
    Estellese shook her head a little and followed along. "So, now that we are here. What exactly are we doing here?" 
 
      
 
    "Surviving." Kaden answered simply and bluntly. 
 
      
 
    "Searching for supplies." Mendelen answered. "We need weapons, food, and shelter. We can probably find food and shelter here. Maybe weapons if we are lucky." 
 
      
 
    "Overall, we just need to find a safe place to stay, we could probably eat goblin if we needed to." Kaden spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "Eew!" Estellese countered. "What the hell is wrong with you? Those things are dirty, disgusting, they smell horrible, and they look like people." When Kaden gave her a rather unamused look she added "You are either insane, or an idiot." 
 
      
 
    Kaden raised an eyebrow. "Why not both?" He asked, causing Zanath and Mendelen to chuckle very briefly. 
 
      
 
    "You are right, definitely both, my bad." Estellese replied and shook her head. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen chuckled a little, "We do need to focus and keep quiet guys. We are not exactly walking through a field of lilies." He stated as they turned the corner and froze. Lying in the middle of the road was the sleeping dragon, or, what was a sleeping dragon. The dragon growled quietly and slowly opened it's eyes, looking up at the four humans. 
 
      
 
    "Ooooh, you woke up the dragooon" Kaden said in a teasing tone as he turned to Mendelen. Mendelen and Estellese both shot Kaden a glare. "What? He did." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Slowly back away, maybe it won't attack us." Mendelen said quietly, trying to ignore Kaden for the time being. The four of them began very slowly backing away, trying not to anger the dragon and hoping it would just go back to sleep. Maybe, if they were lucky, it wouldn't be hungry and would have eaten a few goblins or something. 
 
      
 
    But it was no good, the dragon stood up and let out a loud roar. Baring it's teeth and staring down at the humans who had trespassed in her domain yet again. Kaden, Mendelen, and Estellese quickly spun around and began sprinting down the street, but Zanath did not run just yet. 
 
      
 
    Zanath took the knife Estellese had handed him and took advantage of the fact that the dragon was close to him. With a flick of his wrist he threw the knife point-first straight into the dragon's right eye. As soon as the knife struck the dragon's eye the dragon let out a roar so loud that the ground shook, and Zanath spun around and sprinted after the others, his speed allowing him to catch up to the rest of the group in no time flat. 
 
      
 
    "I just gave you that knife and you already lost it?!" Estellese questioned him. 
 
      
 
    "I got the dragon's right eye, probably blinded the thing in that eye. With the way a dragon's head is shaped, the eyes are on the sides. It probably can't see anything on its right side now." Zanath stated. "We should stay to its right." He added. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded "Good thinking." He replied. Then, as a strong gust of wind signaled to the group that the sleepy dragon had taken flight, he began giving out instructions. "Dragon's probably going to try another flyby fireball. Be ready to dodge then rush to the alleyways on the left before it can turn around. We need to lose the dragon and get some distance from the area before that roar attracts the hordes again." 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Kaden and Zanath replied. 
 
      
 
    "Why the left? He's blind in his right eye we should go right." Estellese questioned. 
 
      
 
    "When the dragon turns around, his right side will be our left." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, makes sense." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    As he had predicted, the dragon swooped down from above and spat another fireball down at them once it was directly over their heads. The four of them could feel the searing heat from the fireball before it even came close to them and immediately all four of them dove to the sides to get out of the way. Kaden and Estellese landed on their stomachs while Mendelen and Zanath tucked into a roll and ended up back on their feet. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen grabbed Estellese's arm to help her up, and Zanath did the same for Kaden. Once they were up they looked to the sky and saw the dragon starting to circle around to come back at them again. "Quick!" Mendelen called out as he sprinted off into the alleyway to their left with the three others following right behind him. 
 
      
 
    As they ran down the alleyway they heard the dragon swooping past and felt the gust of wind as it flew by them. They could hear the distant roar of the furious dragon, having lost its prey. But as Kaden looked up at the sky he could see that it was circling around the area, searching for them. "We need to get somewhere where it can't find us. Fast." Kaden stated "It is flying around and looking for us." He added. 
 
      
 
    "That's not all that is looking for us, eyes on the road not the sky. We'll hear the dragon if it comes after us." Mendelen replied as they ran out the other side of the alleyway, only to see the goblins pouring out of the houses and alleyways yet again. But, oddly enough, there was one place the goblins were not coming out of, an old subway entrance. Just a big staircase going underground, of all the places the goblins wouldn't be, that was the one place Mendelen had expected the goblins to be. And they were not there. Why? "The subway entrance. Only place they are not coming out of. It's very risky, I don't know why they aren't coming out of there, but the dragon won't find us there and it's the only place we will be able to get into from here without fighting through the horde of goblins. Unless we do another rooftop run, but if we did that the dragon would surely spot us." He instructed. 
 
      
 
    The group was hesitant about this idea, the fact that goblins were not coming out of there was both a relief an a concern. It was great they had a seemingly goblin free place to run to, but what was in there that was keeping the goblins out? Then again they didn't have much choice in the matter, so the four of them sprinted for the subway as the goblins started closing in on them from all sides. They made it in and rushed down the stairs, with hundreds of goblins right on their heels. But... It was not a subway entrance. The stairs came to an abrupt end. 
 
      
 
    At the bottom of the straight subway stairs was not a subway, but a very deep hole with a small spiral staircase going straight down, so far down that the bottom could not be seen, looking down the humans only saw black. Having nowhere else to go, the four humans rushed down the spiral staircase with the goblins following right behind them. The goblins were fighting each other to get down the stairs first, each one of them wanted to get the humans for themselves and were shoving the others out of the way. This resulted in several of the goblins being pushed off the stairs and plummeting down to their deaths. 
 
      
 
    They rushed down the stairs for what felt like forever, evading the occasional falling goblin on their way down. When the four humans reached the bottom of the stairs they found themselves in one very small room. The only things in the room were the stairs, the dead goblins who fell off the stairs, and a big eerie looking double door. The door was black, metal, and huge with pointy iron poles sticking out of it as part of the design. 
 
      
 
    The door looked anything but inviting, it was pretty clear that whatever was behind that door was not happiness and sunshine, most likely the complete opposite. But as they looked back and saw the hordes of goblins rushing down the stairs after them… There wasn't much choice. 
 
      
 
    "Through the door, push it open and watch for the points. Be ready for whatever is on the other side." Mendelen instructed. "And pray it isn't worse then the hordes of goblins…" He silently added in his head. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Zanath took the left side of the double door while Kaden and Estellese took the other side. Being careful not to jab themselves on the metal bits sticking out of the doors, they pushed the heavy doors open. An eerie blue glow emitted from inside the room but they didn't have time to figure out what it was. All four of them rushed into the room and then slammed the big doors shut behind themselves just as the goblins started reaching the bottom of the stairs. 
 
      
 
    They could hear the shouting of the goblins on the other side of the door that didn't have the reaction speeds to stop in time, and ended up running into the sharp metal bits sticking out of the door. The door shook as several of the goblins hit it, but they couldn't maneuver around the spikes well enough to get a firm grip on the door and push it. And then, there was silence, for now. 
 
      
 
    Next Chapter: Into the fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7: Into the Fire 
 
      
 
      
 
    - Chapter 7: Into the fire. - 
 
      
 
    Silence. The four of them remained holding the massive doors shut long after the goblins stopped trying to get through. Nobody dared to move, everyone was frozen in place. It was several long minutes of silence before the four players stepped away from and door and turned around to face what they had gotten themselves into now. It looked to be a cave, but was oddly shaped. It would have been pitch black if it weren't for the blue crystals that lined the walls and emitted a light glow giving the area a blue-ish tint and making it just barely bright enough to see. There was stalagmites and stalactites on the floor and ceiling of the cave. The ground was uneven and rocky as if it were a natural cave, but the way the room was carved out in a squarish shape as if it was meant to be a room brought question to if it was natural or not. None of them could really tell. 
 
      
 
    There was one doorway-like opening on the far end of the room that lead deeper into this cave, and beyond that the room had nothing else in it. The four of them took a moment to look around and take all of this in before they turned to each other to try and figure out what their next step should be. 
 
      
 
    "Out of the frying pan and into the fire." Kaden replied simply. "Whatever is deeper in this cave… Is probably far more dangerous than a goblin. But, on the other hand. Maybe there won't be such an overwhelmingly high amount of whatever it is." 
 
      
 
    "Keep in mind…" Zanath spoke up. "That could be a bad thing. There wasn't very many werewolves attacking us, but we still stood a better chance against the goblin hordes then the werewolves." He stated. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    "Of course." Kaden replied. "Just commenting on the situation, so we can try to brainstorm some sort of plan." 
 
      
 
    "So…" Estellese started. "Do we take our chances on the cave, or go back out and pray the goblins are gone?" She asked. "My vote is to try our luck in the cave, the bad luck has to end sometime right?" 
 
      
 
    "My vote is for the cave as well" Kaden replied. "Don't think our luck will be any better, but we need to give the goblins time to move on to someplace else." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, cave." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    "Agreed" Zanath added. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, cave it is then." Mendelen stated as he began walking across the room, towards the doorway like exit to the room. It seemed to lead to a long hallway, further making them question if this cave was natural or not. They all silently walked down the hall, trying to make as little noise as possible. Keeping their weapons held tightly in their hands and staying on alert. They knew something had to be down here… What was with the big door? And the oddly shaped room-like caves? The strange glowing crystals in the walls? Is this where the humans of the city are hiding? Are they friend or foe? Is there some monster down here? Treasure? Death? They didn't have a clue what it was but they were sure something was here. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the hall they came to a choice. There was three different paths they could take, four if you count the one they came from. To the west, on their left, the hallway seemed to continue too far down for them to see the end of it. To the north, straight ahead, there was what appeared to be a big and empty room, all the crystals were too high up to shed light on the ground but it seemed like there was a lot of small things scattered all over the ground. And then to the east, their right, was a room with water in it. The half closest to them seemed like a normal room, but the other half of it was covered in what appeared to be deep water. And then, of course, there was the path to the south where they had come from, the long hallway leading to that first empty room with the door. 
 
      
 
    The four players paused for a moment at this crossroads and looked around, thinking of where to go. "Don't split up." Kaden spoke up, as if predicting what everyone was thinking. "We don't know what is in here, if it turns out to be something like the werewolves from before, we will not survive if we are alone. It is slower and more time consuming, but we need to stay as a group of four. It is the only way we can bring down the tougher monsters of this world." 
 
      
 
    "I agree." Mendelen said. "Take it slow, stick together, watch eachother's backs. It is what has let us survive this far, and it will continue keeping us alive." He said. "Any votes on which way we should go? I vote north." He asked, then looked around at the others. 
 
      
 
    "North." Kaden, the only one to speak up said. "There is something in the room, we should check it out. Be cautious though we don't know what else is in there, not bright enough to see much." 
 
      
 
    With that the group cautiously walked into the north room, trying to get a closer look at the little objects on the ground. The closer they got the more the little objects took shape until eventually, when the group was near the center of the room, they could see that the things scattered on the floor were bones. Human bones, from many different people. 
 
      
 
    A bit shocked by this finding the group was stunned for a moment, and suddenly there was a loud crash from behind them. They turned to see the stone walls on either side of the doorway they had entered through slam together. The entrance, and the only exit, to the room was lost between them. There was no way out of the room now but that was the least of their worries. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly all the bones in the room sprang up into the air and came together to form five living skeletons. Two of the skeletons wielded sharp iron swords, while the other three carried some extra leg bones as weapons. One swordsman was in front of the group, one was behind them. Two of the bone wielders were to the right and one was to the left 
 
      
 
    "Everyone stay close!" Mendelen shouted "Take out the ones with swords first," he paused for a moment as he took in his surroundings. They were surrounded and he saw all five skeletons dash in towards them, intending to strike as a group from all sides. They had to get out of this circle of skeletons, they couldn't handle an attack from all sides. Not when outnumbered and against foes who were both immortal and better equipped. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen had to make a call, quick. "Follow my lead! Blitz the left skeleton!" He called out, hoping that they understood his slightly tactical orders. Mendelen turned and sprinted as fast as he could at the lone skeleton on the left, raising his club in preparation to block the skeleton's bone weapon. 
 
      
 
    Kaden was right behind Mendelen, having heard the order and followed Mendelen closely. Zanath and Estellese were a few steps behind Kaden. The skeletons turned to chase the four humans, but with the humans moving out of the center of the room, now all of the skeletons except the one they ran after were behind the humans, not surrounding them anymore. 
 
      
 
    The lone skeleton that the group charged stood its ground. As Mendelen charged at it the skeleton swung its bone club for his ribs. But Mendelen was quick to use his makeshift club to block the bone. 
 
      
 
    Kaden moved in to take out the skeleton while it clashed weapons with Mendelen, he gripped his knife tightly in his hand and stepped forwards to stab the skeleton. But then he stopped as the realization hit him. What good would a kitchen knife do against a skeleton? It can't pierce bone and there is no skin or inner organs to target. So, what could he possibly hope to achieve by stabbing or slashing the skeleton with the knife? 
 
      
 
    In Kaden's moment of hesitation the skeleton pushed Mendelen back, and he had to act quick. So Mendelen kicked the skeleton in the ribs as fast and hard as he could. He was hoping the bones would fall apart and scatter, instead the skeleton remained in one piece, but it was knocked backwards and onto his back. Unharmed but knocked over. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the skeleton fall to the ground Estellese jumped on it. Landing on her knees with one knee on each side of the skeleton's ribs. She immediately began smashing her makeshift club into the skeleton's skull, trying to crush the skull. 
 
      
 
    Zanath turned around, trusting Estellese to finish off that skeleton. Mendelen and Kaden also turned to face the other four skeletons. 
 
      
 
    With four hard slams of her makeshift club, the skeleton's skull caved in, the front of the skull was shattered and gone. Thinking it was dead Estellese went to stand, but the now headless skeleton reached up and grabbed her by her long hair with one hand while the other hand moved to try and claw at her throat. She let out a yelp of surprise and a grunt of pain before grabbing the skeleton's attacking arm as fast as she could to stop it from reaching her throat. Then, using the leverage of her position over the skeleton, twisted its arm and brought her knees out from under herself. Slamming her foot down on the skeleton's elbow and snapping its arm. And yet, with no head and one broken arm, the skeleton continued struggling, pulling at her hair, and would not die. It truly was immortal, but not unbreakable. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile the other three were facing the remaining four skeletons. Mendelen closely watched the positioning of the two swordsmen, waiting for them to leave themselves open to attack like the first one had done. But they stayed behind the two bone wielders, using the lesser equipped skeletons as cover. Mendelen knew their plan, they were going to wait for the humans to attack the bone wielders and move in while the humans were distracted. If the swordsmen attacked while the humans were in the middle of fighting the bone wielders, the humans would have no time to react and dodge the swords. Mendelen also knew that they were still outnumbered and under equipped, which meant the skeleton's could force a fight by making bone wielders attack them. If they happened they would have no choice but to fight back, leaving them open to the swordsmen. It was a bad situation to be in. 
 
      
 
    Zanath waited for instructions, he had his own ideas but Mendelen seemed to be leading the group, and it was always best if only one person was calling the shots and everyone followed along. Less chance for mistakes that way. And Mendelen had proven that he knew how to tactically lead the group. 
 
      
 
    "Stand your ground, stay close. When they attack us, dodge and let the person next to you counter attack. Those who are counter attacking, knock the bone wielders back. But push the sword wielders closer to the rest of us. Play it defensive." Mendelen called out. He hoped this plan would work, but knew it wouldn't if the skeletons all attacked at the same time. 
 
      
 
    Kaden, on the other hand, was being Kaden. He saw the same bad situation Mendelen did, he had also figured out the skeleton's strategy and knowing that, he ignored Mendelen's order. He did not stay close, he grabbed his knife and ran straight at them. Four on one, against their swords, when he had little to no combat experience. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden! Defensive! What are you thinking, get back!" Mendelen called out. But Kaden was not listening. 
 
      
 
    The bone wielding skeletons raised their bone-clubs and prepared to strike Kaden as he got close. But at the last second he dove to the side, narrowly dodging their attacks. But that was exactly what the skeletons wanted, as soon as he dove, as soon as his feet left the ground, the skeletons knew he could not dodge again until his feet were back on the ground at the end of his dive. The swordsmen stepped forward and both slashed their swords at Kaden, they both stood in front of him one slashing from left to right, the other swinging from right to left at the same time. 
 
      
 
    Kaden could not dodge this one, like his previous one on one fight with the goblin in his first day here, the range of the skeletons' swords outreached his own, making his aggressive rush leave him wide open. But, as if he had weeks of training since his goblin fight, he swung the duffel bag he had on his shoulder at the skeletons, using the extended reach of the bag to strike and knock both of them onto their backs before their swords could reach him. Two of the skeletons were down, this was a huge advantage. However Kaden would not be able to take it. As soon as Kaden's feet touched the ground, one of the two bone-wielding skeletons slammed its bone-club into Kaden's side, making Kaden shout out in pain and stumble back. The other skeleton saw Kaden stumble and tackled him while he was off balance, pinning him to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen saw Kaden injured and pinned down with the other bone-wielding skeleton advancing on him, then he looked at the two swordsmen that were knocked to the ground. They were the biggest threat, and if they weren't taken out quick they could kill everyone here. But Kaden was in danger… He had to make a decision. He turned and ran for the two knocked-over skeletons "Zanath, cover Kaden!" he called out. As he ran towards the knocked-over skeletons the first one he approached was almost standing up, it quickly tried to slash its sword at Mendelen. Mendelen was swift, he blocked the sword with his makeshift club and grabbed the skeleton's wrist with his other hand. In one swift movement, he lifted his leg and slammed it down on the skeleton's elbow, snapping its arm bone right out of the elbow socket. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen pulled the skeleton's detached arm and the sword it was still gripping away from the creature. Moving skillfully, he flowed his next movement, slamming his makeshift club into the skeleton's other shoulder to break that shoulder, then spinning around just in time to block the other skeleton's sword with the first skeleton's arm. 
 
      
 
    The skeleton on top of Kaden raised its bone-club and swung it down at Kaden, whom threw his arms up infront of his face. With a shout of pain Kaden blocked the attack, at the cost of fracturing his left arm. The skeleton raised its bone to strike again but was tackled and knocked off Kaden by Zanath. Zanath pinned the skeleton down to the ground, but then the other bone wielding skeleton rushed up behind Zanath to try and push him off its ally. But right before it reached Zanath it was struck by a pile of bones and knocked to the ground. Zanath glanced up to see where the bones came from and saw Estellese standing a few feet away. 
 
      
 
    Estellese had shattered both arms and legs of the skeleton she had pinned into pieces, and once she was finished with it she threw it's remains at the skeleton attacking Zanath. Her broken club, having snapped from the sheer brutality of her attacks, laid on the ground behind her and the bone the skeleton had been using before was now in her hands as she rushed in to rejoin the fight. 
 
      
 
    Zanath had no blunt weapons to hit the skeleton he was pinning with. The skeleton swung its bone for his head but he leaned back to evade getting hit, then grabbed the skeleton's wrists to restrain the monster. He was struggling with it, fighting to stop it from thrashing out of his grasp. 
 
      
 
    Kaden was quickly back on his feet, sore but otherwise okay. He rushed to Zanath's aid and slammed his foot down on the skeleton's arm, forcing it to bend in such a way that the bone snapped, giving Zanath the edge he needed to pin the skeleton's other arm. With the skeleton's other arm pinned and bent backwards, Kaden stomped his foot down on that arm too and snapped it like the other. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, with the swordsmen, right after Mendelen blocked his second skeleton's sword with the first skeleton's sword-wielding arm, he threw a kick for the second skeleton's ribs, making it stumble backwards and preventing it from attacking again right away. Right as he put his foot back down, after his kick, the skeleton he had pulled the arm off of grabbed his ankle with its other hand and yanked it, pulling Mendelen off his feet and onto his butt. 
 
      
 
    The stumbling skeleton regained its bearings and rushed at Mendelen while he was down, sword at the ready to stab the man. But before it could reach him a blur of pink rushed out in front of Mendelen. It was Estellese, of course, the only pink thing in the cave was her hair. Estellese rushed out at the skeleton, charging it head-on despite seeing that it had a sword and she just had a bone. Mendelen noted that she was best suited for bringing these things down. Out of everyone here, her fighting style was the most blunt and brutal, excelling in grappling, exactly what was needed for smashing bony skeletons. 
 
      
 
    As Estellese neared the skeleton the creature slashed its sword for her waist. But as quick as she was she used the bone to parry the sword, blocking the blade and pushing it away with the sturdy bone. Rusty blades had little effect on the special skeleton bones, other than the big crack it left in the side of it. With her free hand she grabbed the skeleton's neck and tackled it to the ground, slamming it back into the floor as they fell and landing ontop of it as she had done to the other. She didn't bother going for the head this time, her grip shifted straight to its sword wielding arm. They hadn't been on the ground for more than a second before she was grabbing the arm, bending it backwards at the elbow, and then kicking the back of the elbow hard to snap the bones. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen knew that that skeleton was as good as dead now that Estellese got her hands on it. He turned his attention to the others, one skeleton that was pinned and being taken out by Kaden and Zanath, and the other one that Estellese had knocked over, whom was back on its feet now and moving in on Zanath and Kaden. 
 
      
 
    It was just a bone wielder, nothing too threatening. There was something off about these skeletons though, and it bothered Mendelen. The goblins, dragon, Minotaur, and even the werewolves seemed almost like animals, real animals. They seemed alive, and seemed to be fighting for their land and survival. These skeletons... They were different. They were fighting just to fight, they were charging straight in with little to no regard for their own safety, they were moving in very predictable patterns, they didn't seem alive like the other creatures. Maybe it was because they were skeletons, but something about it just seemed off. 
 
      
 
    It didn't matter now though, all that mattered right now was getting out of here alive. He pulled the detached skeleton arm off the sword it was still tightly gripping and trying to swing at him, then tossed the arm aside and took the sword into his free hand. With that, he rushed at the last skeleton standing. He liked the dual-wielding style, even if his weapons were mismatched being able to block and attack at the same time was useful. Especially against unskilled skeletons. 
 
      
 
    As the last standing skeleton moved in on Zanath and Kaden, who were both too busy breaking their pinned skeleton to notice this one, Mendelen rushed in to take it out. The skeleton spotted Mendelen and stepped back, swinging its bone at Mendelen's head. But Mendelen blocked the swing with his newly obtained sword, using the sword to block since it wouldn't do much damage to bone, then with his other hand he slammed his makeshift club into its shoulder so hard that both the skeleton's shoulder and the club broke. Then, Mendelen followed up that attack with a spinning kick, flowing from the way he pivoted his body to swing his club, to swinging his lower body along with his upper body for the kick. Knocking the creature a few feet away. He watched as it fell onto its back and began rushing and stumbling to get up again. 
 
      
 
    Kaden rushed past Mendelen in an attempt to tackle the skeleton, but as he got close it swung its bone-club at him, forcing Kaden to jump back and avoid getting hit. Mendelen saw the opening Kaden had gotten him though, while the skeleton was busy swinging at Kaden Mendelen came up beside it and slammed the blunt hilt of his sword into its shoulder. The bone of the skeleton's shoulder cracked, then Mendelen grabbed it by the back of the neck and slammed it face-first into the ground. 
 
      
 
    Kaden was on top of the skeleton in a flash once it fell, pinning it to the ground, then Mendelen grabbed it's good arm and twisted it back, then kicked it hard to snap its arm. As he did that Kaden did the same to the other arm, and Zanath joined them to snap the skeleton's legs. 
 
      
 
    With the last of the skeletons down, the three guys stood up and glanced over at Estellese who had already finished off her skeleton and was brushing the dirt off her clothes. 
 
      
 
    "You guys done?" Estellese asked as she picked up the sword that the skeleton she had taken out had been using. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Mendelen answered. He glanced down at the sword in his hand, then back up at Estellese and her newly obtained sword. Then he looked at Kaden and Zanath, weaponless aside from a few kitchen knives. Zanath and Kaden were the weak links in the group right now, they weren't bad, but they were not on the same skill level as Mendelen and Estellese. Mendelen knew that he and Estellese could handle themselves with or without weapons. But him and Estellese were probably the only ones who would know how to use a sword correctly. So... Mendelen pondered, give the swords to the people who can use them the best to strengthen their best fighters and get the most use out of the swords? Or give the swords to the weakest links, to keep them safer at the cost of not getting the full benefit out of having a sword. 
 
      
 
    "Estellese, I think we should give the swords to Kaden and Zanath. We can fight with the bones, better to keep the less experienced fighters safe" Mendelen stated, choosing the more defensive option. In his mind keeping the weakest links safe was more important than giving their team a stronger attacking force, the best offense is a good defense in his mind. 
 
      
 
    "Sounds like a plan to me." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Are you kidding?" Kaden countered. "As much as I'd love the sword, you guys will put it to better use. We need a strong offense, if you guys have them we can chop down any enemies we face before they attack us." 
 
      
 
    "No, you can't guarantee that we will be able to kill everything before it reaches you guys. Defense is better, keeping everyone safe is more important" Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "You can't guarantee that having a defense will keep you safe either. Every defense can be pierced. But if your opponent is dead they ain't piercing anything. Kill your opponent before they get a chance to attack you, that's the best defense." Kaden countered. 
 
      
 
    "The skeletons are dead, and I am pretty sure they could pierce things" Zanath spoke up in a joking tone. "Either way, Mendelen is pretty much our leader, let's just do as he says. He hasn't lead us wrong yet." 
 
      
 
    Kaden hesitated a little, "Fine." He relented. And with that Mendelen and Estellese passed their new swords to Kaden and Zanath. "Thank you." Kaden said. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, thanks everyone." Zanath added. He took his sword and walked over to where the door used to be and started quietly looking around. 
 
      
 
    "So how do we get out of here?" Kaden asked. "The wall shut behind us." 
 
      
 
    "That one, I do not know. We'll have to look around for a solution." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    "Found it." Zanath said simply as he crouched down a few feet away from where the door had been. He started messing with something on the floor and after a moment there was a quiet click and the wall slid open to reveal the door again. 
 
      
 
    "Pressure plate." Zanath stated. "We must have stepped on it and triggered the trap on the way in. Good thing we were all close together or that could have split us up. Which would not have ended well for the ones trapped in the room." 
 
      
 
    "Good thinking Zanath." Mendelen replied. "Alright, everyone out of the room, we are going to hit the room with the water next to find out what is in it." 
 
      
 
    "We are staying in the rigged and trap filled cave?" Estellese asked 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded "Traps aren't here for no reason. And we got two swords out of it so who knows what else we can find here." 
 
      
 
    "If I had to guess..." Kaden started. "And if this was a normal game I would say this is a dungeon. The entrance was a really odd door, the cave is carved out to be like rooms, the rooms are set up in a dungeon-like design not a practical one, monsters and traps in the rooms for seemingly no reason. It all screams out dungeon, or it would if this was a normal game but I do not know for sure, this game doesn't seem to be normal." 
 
      
 
    "If it is a dungeon then all the Better for us, dungeons mean loot." Mendelen replied. "Now, follow me and stay in formation. Me and Estellese in the front, Kaden and Zanath in the back. Just like the skeletons did, me and Estell will parry or block the first attack and will lock down the enemy, then you two sweep in for the kill while the enemy is facing us. Stay close, and let's go." And with that him and Estell lead the way out of the room, with Kaden and Zanath right behind them. 
 
      
 
    Next chapter: Dungeon Diving. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8: Dungeon Diving 
 
      
 
      
 
    (Editors note: Sorry its really late! Neither of my stories have been abandoned, just have a lot of real life issues to deal with right now, including work and college. Plus this chapter was really long.) 
 
      
 
    ~~Chapter 8: Dungeon Diving ~~ 
 
      
 
    Mendelen lead the way out of the trap room, with Estellese by his side and Kaden and Zanath following right behind them with the swords. They re-entered the crossroads room they had been in before, then turned and went east into the room that was half filled with water. 
 
      
 
    They walked into the room and cautiously looked around. When nothing happened, and they saw that there was nothing but the water in the room they relaxed their guard, but didn't lower their weapons. 
 
      
 
    "It's an empty room?" Mendelen mused. "I expected another trap or something." 
 
      
 
    "Why is there water in the room?" Estellese asked. "That is a bit odd, and out of place isn't it? Maybe there is a reason for it?" 
 
      
 
    "We don't know, it could just be random design. Or leftovers from a recent flood." Kaden said "but you are right, it could be there for a reason..." 
 
      
 
    "Underwater room..." Zanath murmured. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Kaden asked. 
 
      
 
    "There is a room down there. Behind the rock." Zanath said as he pointed out into the deep, back corner of the pool of water, on the right side. The water was dark everywhere except that corner, which was still dark but was ever so slightly brighter than the rest of the pool. "It's brighter in that corner, almost in the shape of an opening. Must be an opening to another room." 
 
      
 
    "How do you notice these things?" Estellese questioned him. 
 
      
 
    Zanath shrugged "I thought it was obvious..." 
 
      
 
    "No... A barely noticeable light in the back corner of deep water is not obvious... Not to normal people at least" Estellese stated. "Neither is the position of the sun while running away from a massive horde of goblins." 
 
      
 
    Zanath just shrugged again. "I don't see how people wouldn't notice it... But I'll take your word for it." 
 
      
 
    "So we're going for a swim then?" Mendelen asked, looking around at the others for their opinions. He saw Estellese and Zanath nod as they stepped closer to the water. 
 
      
 
    "Bad idea" Kaden stated abruptly. Making everyone stop and turn to him. "What if the water is poisoned or otherwise toxic? Or if there is something we can't see in the water? If we all jump in it would be the end of us." He stated. "Two people should go in and investigate the potential door. The other two wait here for a minute and watch over the two in the water. If they get through the door and don't come back, then it's probably safe to follow them. If something in the water goes after them, or they start struggling in the water, then it's probably not safe or poisoned." He explained. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen frowned and hesitated. "I don't like splitting up... But if the water may be poisoned then you are right, we should be cautious before we all jump in. And considering how harsh the game has been so far, I wouldn't be surprised if the water was poisoned. I don't think it is, mind you, but it wouldn't surprise me at this point." 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded "so, me and you go in Mendelen? Let the other two follow if it's safe." 
 
      
 
    Kaden nodded. "Sounds like a plan to me. You two should have the skill to take down anything that may be waiting in the next room." 
 
      
 
    "No. Me and Estell are the best fighters. Sending the best fighters away would leave you two defenseless if you get attacked." Mendelen stated. "Well, not completely defenseless, but not as safe as you'd be with us." 
 
      
 
    "But we need all our attack force to be in the front to face whatever may be in that room." Kaden stated. "Forget defending the people who stay behind. Keep the front lines strong. The back lines are less important since they likely won't face combat." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "No Kaden, we need to make sure the back lines are safe too. You and Estellese head into the water. Me and Zanath will wait here and will follow once you two safely make it through. Or I'll jump in and pull you out if there is any problems and then Zanath can use the potions on us." 
 
      
 
    "Wait what?" Estellese said "why do I have to go with HIM? The guy who doesn't listen and eats random potions and herbs he finds lying around. Hows he supposed to help if we find trouble?" 
 
      
 
    Kaden pouted but before he could speak Mendelen spoke up. "Estell, you will be fine, trust me. He's not as stupid as he seems." 
 
      
 
    Kaden raised an eyebrow "I am not sure whether I should be insulted or complimented." 
 
      
 
    "I'd say both" Mendelen replied, then smirked a little. "I trust ya enough to put you on the front lines, I know you can handle yourself." He added. 
 
      
 
    Kaden smirked a little "I'll take it as a compliment then." He replied. "Let's go and get this done Estell. " he added. Kaden turned and walked up to the edge of the water. He took his bag off his shoulder and dropped it on the ground, not wanting the food to get wet. Then went to sheathe his sword but realized that he didn't have a sheath. For a moment he awkwardly fumbled with the sword, trying to figure out where he could put it since he needed both hands to swim. But eventually he came to a solution, and took off his shirt. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Estellese gave him a questioning look, while Zanath nodded in understanding. "I'm just gonna... go..." Estellese said in a rather awkward and weirded out tone, before diving into the water and starting to swim deeper down into the water, towards the corner that was concealed behind the rock. 
 
      
 
    Kaden took his shirt and tied the arms tightly around his waist as if it were a belt, then he slipped the sword between his pants and his tied-on shirt, using his shirt to hold it in place. "See you guys on the other side" he said before he too dove into the water and swam after Estellese. 
 
      
 
    Zanath and Mendelen watched them go, then took a seat by the edge of the water, watching them to make sure they were okay. "I wanted a moment to talk to you. I just don't know what to think of Kaden..." Mendelen mused. "I mean, he does a lot of stupid things, but they always work out one way or another. Is he smart and planning these things or just plain lucky?" 
 
      
 
    Zanath shrugged. "Could go either way really. We will have to see" 
 
      
 
    "Think it was a good idea sending him alone with Estellese?" Mendelen asked 
 
      
 
    "No." Zanath replied. "I'm not concerned about a monster getting them, I'm more worried about them killing each other. They don't like each other. She hates his cockiness. He knows she hates it and is purposely being cocky to irritate her. I wouldn't be surprised if he pissed her off and she killed him" Zanath said flatly. 
 
      
 
    "Good point… Maybe I should have gone instead of sending her." Mendelen thought out loud. "But, admittedly she's a better fighter than I am, if anything is on the other side she has the best chances of beating it out of everyone here." 
 
      
 
    "You are pretty good yourself." Zanath pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Good, yes, but not as good as her." Mendelen replied. "You and Kaden are learning and picking up on all this incredibly fast too. Which is good." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know why, I seem to just be learning and picking things up much easier than normal." Zanath replied. "Been like that ever since we entered the game." 
 
      
 
    "Huh, I hadn't noticed, but now that you mention it, me too." Mendelen mused. 
 
      
 
    Kaden swam deeper and deeper into the water, swimming towards the rock in the corner of the pool. When he finally reached the rock he peeked around to see what was making the light that was coming from behind it. He saw an opening in the wall behind the rock, into a brighter room. Not having a lot of air left he swam towards the opening in hopes that there was a place to get some air in the room it lead to. 
 
      
 
    Kaden swam through the opening and found something that struck him as odd. He was at a crossroads, the paths through the water went left and right. He wasn't sure which way Estellese went, but that wasn't what struck him as odd. The stone wall in front of him was perfectly flat, there was no way that it was natural. A natural stone couldn't be that flat and couldn't come to a perfect corner like this one did. He found it odd it looked man-made, better than man-made actually, but he was running out of air and couldn't stay under the water to ponder why this may be here. He looked down the left path, then down the right path, trying to figure out which one would lead him to air. Then he looked up and realized that the wall in front of him stopped just a few inches above the water. He could climb on top of this wall to get out of the water. "That works" he thought before he swam up and grabbed onto the top of the wall, then pulled himself up onto it. Curiously, he looked around as he caught his breath to see what was in this room. 
 
      
 
    "Holy crap!"' he shouted as he dove and rolled to the side. Barely getting out of the way before a massive axe slammed into the ground where he had been, the loud clang of metal and stone clashing echoed through the room and the ground shook. Kaden looked up to see an eleven foot tall hulking mass of pure muscle, with the head, legs, and tail of a bull but the furry torso and arms of a human, and two hooves for legs. A Minotaur, carrying a massive axe that had a blade bigger than Kaden's torso. 
 
      
 
    Kaden quickly glanced around the room, trying to see what he had to work with, what scenery he could use, what else he had to fight in here, what hazards he could use against the beast. A quick glance around the room revealed that he was standing on a perfectly flat platform that was surrounded on all sides by the water he had come out of. There was nothing on the platform aside from himself, the minotaur, and a treasure chest on the opposite side. Kaden knew he couldn't touch the chest with the Minotaur bearing down on him, and there was nothing here to help fight the beast. It was an arena, clearly built to force the players to face the Minotaur head-on. But how? 
 
      
 
    The Minotaur stepped towards Kaden to close the distance, slashing its axe horizontally for Kaden's torso. Kaden jumped backwards, landing on the edge of the platform and narrowly getting out of the reach of the beast's axe to dodge the swing. 
 
      
 
    He looked over the beast, trying to analyze the creature. Starting at the head, he noted the horns and knew that bulls had incredibly hard skulls. He crossed that off the list of targets, it was too tall to reach its head anyways. He then glanced at the torso, huge and muscular, so much muscle that he probably wouldn't hit anything vital if he attacked there, crossed that off the list of targets. He glanced down to the minotaur's legs, they were hooves and were not quite as muscular as the rest of the creature. He narrowed his eyes at the bottom of the minotaur's hooves, unlike a foot the hooves were smaller and round, like walking on stilts. Kaden smirked widely "... Peggy..." Kaden murmured. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Estellese's voice called out from behind the Minotaur. As the Minotaur charged at him again Kaden glanced behind the beast to see Estellese pulling herself out of the water and onto the platform to help. She must have swam around the platform instead of climbing right ontop of it. 
 
      
 
    "I have named him Peggy! Because he has peg legs!" Kaden shouted out as the Minotaur ran up to him and pulled its axe back to swing it at him again. 
 
      
 
    "Those are hooves you idiot!" Estellese shouted back as she ran at the Minotaur from behind. Unsure of how she was going to attack the beast. 
 
      
 
    As the Minotaur swung its axe horizontally at Kaden again he quickly ducked underneath the axe. It swung over his head with so much power that the gust of wind it left behind messed up Kaden's hair and almost knocked him off balance. Then, Kaden rolled backwards into the water and dove deep down, out of sight. 
 
      
 
    The Minotaur glanced down into the water, and not seeing Kaden anymore it turned to Estellese and swung its axe backhanded at her, the blade was only on one side of the axe so swinging it backhanded would hit her with the blunt side. 
 
      
 
    Estellese turned and grabbed the handle of the axe as quickly as she could, trying to hold it back. But the Minotaur was too strong, she was knocked onto her back and was sent skidding across the stone floor. Since it was a backhand swing and not a full power swing she almost stopped it, and got away with just a few scrapes and bruises. She quickly climbed back onto her feet, hurt but okay. "Kaden! Where the hell did you go?" She shouted out. 
 
      
 
    The Minotaur marched towards Estellese, axe in hand, the hulking eleven foot tall beast would be intimidating to most people, but Estellese was not bothered by it. She marched right back towards the beast, determined to take it down even if Kaden wasn't going to help. 
 
      
 
    As the two neared each other the Minotaur swung its axe down at Estellese, who quickly sidestepped the swing. The axe slammed into the ground and cracked the stone floor, sending tremors and the echoing sound of metal hitting stone through the room. As the minotaur's axe hit the ground Estellese looked up at the beast that was twice her size, then jumped up and slammed her fist into the minotaur's stomach. The beast was so tall that that was the highest point she could effectively reach with a jump. 
 
      
 
    The Minotaur grunted in pain and stumbled back, but was otherwise unharmed and promptly swatted Estellese out of the air with the hand that was not holding the axe. The blow knocked the wind out of Estellese and broke two of her ribs but she grabbed onto the beast's large arm to prevent herself from being launched across the room from the sheer force of the attack. 
 
      
 
    The beast was not of high intelligence, feeling something stuck to its arm it raised its arm up closer to its face to see what it was, and in that moment Estellese let go of its arm, and jumped at its face, grabbing onto the beast's horns as she slammed both of her heels into the minotaur's eyes. The minotaur roared out in pain and stumbled backwards, but Estellese didn't stop. She kicked it hard in the side of the head, then slammed her other knee into its snout, then kicked it in the chin with her first leg again as her second leg pulled back to slam another heel into its throat, then raising both of her legs to drive her heels into the minotaur's eyes once more before she just started wildly and fiercely kicking, kneeing and slamming her heels into it's face as fast and hard as she could. 
 
      
 
    The minotaur roared out in pain again and again, trying to shake her off. Her hard blows to the face were making it stumble backwards and its arms flew out to the sides as it struggled to keep balanced on its hooves. Until finally with a roar of rage it regained its bearings, grabbed Estellese with its free hand, then yanked her off its own face and threw her across the room. She hit the wall on the opposite side of the room with a shout of pain and fell into the water, but right away she pulled herself out of the water and back onto the platform, badly injured but refusing to stay down. Her forehead was bleeding and bruised from where she hit the wall. She glanced up at the minotaur, its face was covered in blood that was pouring out of its eyes and nose, its eyes were shut and not opening, it was thrashing about and blindly swinging its axe in the general direction it had thrown Estellese but wasn't even coming close to hitting her. But, other than being blinded and a bit bruised, it seemed unharmed. She took a deep breath to steady her heavy panting and wiped the blood off her forehead, preparing to go after it again, glaring straight into the minotaur's closed eyes.. 
 
      
 
    It was then that the minotaur roared out in pain and suddenly collapsed to the ground. Estellese was a little confused, what had happened? Her gaze shifted from the minotaur's head back down at the ground and saw Kaden standing behind the fallen minotaur with a bloody sword, and noticed that the back of the minotaur's legs had been cut and were now bleeding quite badly. Then, she realized that Kaden was carrying a few small miscellaneous items in his free hand, all of them were stacked up on top of each other and balanced carefully on the palm of his hand. She turned to see that the treasure chest the minotaur had been guarding was open and empty now. With an irritated sigh she turned to Kaden. "Did you loot the chest while I was fighting that thing?" 
 
      
 
    Kaden's eyes shifted to look around the room and he hesitated for a second. "... Possibly…." He replied unsurely. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell! I could have died you idiot!" Estellese shouted at him as she walked over to him, ignoring the minotaur that was now flailing on the ground. Kaden had sliced the tendons in the back of the beast's legs, paralyzing both of it's legs and rendering it unable to get up. 
 
      
 
    "I thought you would run… I don't know why you stayed to fight the thing. It has peg legs, we can out maneuver it." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    Estellese grabbed the miscellaneous items that Kaden took from the chest out of his hands and looked them over. A book, five scrolls, and four vials with red liquid which looked like the healing potions they found in the store. 
 
      
 
    "Hey! I found them, and I killed the beast. Well, with your help, but I got the treasure, knocked the creature down and incapacitated it myself." Kaden protested. But as soon as he finished speaking Estellese answered him simply by taking the book and thumping him over the head with it, knocking him onto the floor. With that and the irritated look on her face, he promptly stopped asking for the loot and instead went to examine the minotaur. 
 
      
 
    As Estellese sat down and opened the book to start skimming over it, the sound of something moving in the water could be heard on the other side of the room, and a moment later Mendelen climbed out of the water. He looked around the room with an amused expression on his face, noting the bloodstains on the floor and wall, the small craters in the floor from the minotaur's axe, the incapacitated beast flailing on the ground, and that Estellese was battered and bleeding. "Nice. You okay?" He commented with an impressed look on his face. "anything in the chest?" 
 
      
 
    "A spell book, what appears to be more healing potions, and some scrolls I haven't looked at." Estellese answered. "And yeah, I'm fine." She said despite her broken ribs and badly bruised body. 
 
      
 
    "A spell book?" Mendelen asked. "So we can use magic... Can I see?" He asked as he sat down beside Estellese and tried to read the book over her shoulder. But he frowned, the pages were blank. "Erm... The pages are blank Estellese." 
 
      
 
    "No they are not." Estellese replied. "It is a detailed instruction manual on how to use a fireball." 
 
      
 
    "It's blank" Kaden stated as he stood behind her and leaned over her shoulder to look at the book. 
 
      
 
    "No seriously. It is not blank" Estellese stated. "Look" she said before she took a deep breath and held out her hand, then she started to focus. A few seconds passed and nothing happened, until suddenly there was a spark of flames in her palm. Just a brief spark before the flames died. "Damn, it's harder than it looks" she muttered. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shrugged. "Well, you got a spark. Maybe only you can see the book for some reason. What's on the scrolls?" He asked as he picked one up and opened it to read it. 
 
      
 
    As he did that, the sound of water moving could be heard again and Zanath pulled himself out of the water and onto the platform. 
 
      
 
    "Oh there you are Zanath." Mendelen said. "You were right behind me when I swam into here. Where did you go?" 
 
      
 
    "Followed the left and right paths to see if there was anything else under the water. It is a circle, well, a square technically. Nothing else down there." He answered, looking over the struggling Minotaur with a puzzled expression. He grabbed his sword and walked over to the beast, being careful to avoid its flailing arms, then he slit its throat in one swift swipe of his sword. "Shouldn't leave it alive. Don't want it surprising us when we are not paying attention. Plus we don't know if they heal when not hit for a while like normal NPCs in games do." He stated. 
 
      
 
    "We also don't know if they respawn, and it respawning on top of us would be bad" Kaden added. 
 
      
 
    "Good point" Zanath nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, guys." Mendelen spoke up. "These scrolls seem to be spell scrolls." He said. "The instructions say to touch the scroll and then focus on it, and it will cast the spell for you." 
 
      
 
    Estellese raised an eyebrow and looked up from the book. "If magic can be cast that easily, what is the use of this dumb book? It goes through this complicated process to cast a spell." She questioned. To which Mendelen shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "What spells do the scrolls cast? Do they say?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded and started opening each scroll one at a time. Reading off what each spell did. "Blink: Teleports the user to a targeted location instantaneously." 
 
      
 
    "Dibs" Kaden stated. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen glanced up at him for a moment with a raised eyebrow, but didn't say anything and turned his attention back to the scrolls. "The second one is a barrier spell. It projects a barrier around the caster, the barrier will protect the caster from harm but will break if it takes too much damage. The third one is called death's grasp, when used the first living target you touch will have the life drained out of them. Any life drained from the target will heal the caster. Takes nine seconds of holding onto the target to drain all of their life and kill them, losing contact with the target ends the spell. The fourth spell is bolt, it takes three seconds to charge but after the charge it fires a powerful lightning bolt at the target location. And the last scroll is gale, it says it creates a massive windstorm in the target area with very powerful winds." Mendelen listed off. Then he took a deep breath, "Does anyone want to pick their own spells? Or is it okay if I give them out to the people I see best fit?" 
 
      
 
    "I have dibs on blink" Kaden stated. 
 
      
 
    "None of them really interest me" Zanath replied. 
 
      
 
    "I like all of them except the bolt one and gale ones" Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Alright." Mendelen said, then handed out the scrolls. He gave blink to Kaden since Kaden wanted it and giving the swordsman a teleport attack would be useful, Kaden looked over it, then folded it up and put it in his pocket. He gave death's grasp to Estellese since she was the best at grappling and he knew that she was wounded and hurt despite her tough act, he figured this would heal her injuries. He gave bolt to Zanath, since Zanath had the best accuracy and a lightning bolt would presumably be hard to aim. Then held onto barrier and gale himself. "Barrier is the spell I want, I can turn a strong defense into a killer offense. And gale is a tactical spell so I feel it is best left in my hands since I am the tactician here, Zanath and Kaden are both strategists not tacticians. Any objections?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Everyone looked around but nobody objected. So after a moment Mendelen spoke up again "alright. With that all set lets get moving." He said. "Estellese are you sure that you are okay? You look a little battered from that fight." He asked. 
 
      
 
    "I will be fine." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "If you say so." Mendelen replied "So our next goal is to scout out the hallway on the left of that four way intersection we found previously. Let's go." 
 
      
 
    "How are we going to keep the book and scrolls dry?" Zanath pointed out. Making everyone stop for a moment. 
 
      
 
    Kaden, who like everyone else was still soaked from swimming pulled his scroll out of his pocket and looked at it, inspecting it closely, it was dry. Then, he pulled it back and threw it into the water. Ignoring the gasps and odd looks from the others, he walked over to the edge of the platform and watched his scroll sink lower and lower until it reached the bottom. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden… Why did you do that?" Mendelen asked unsurely. 
 
      
 
    To which Kaden shrugged. "I dunno." 
 
      
 
    "Did you hit your head?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, if I remember correctly I believe it was you who was hit in the head." Kaden said. Then, without warning he jumped into the water and swam to the bottom, grabbing his scroll and bringing it back up to the surface. He climbed back onto the platform and inspected the scroll again, noting for the second time that it was still dry. "The scrolls are waterproof. Book probably is too." He stated. 
 
      
 
    "You are insane. And lucky." Estellese replied. She hesitantly looked down at her book before she pulled back both sides of the cover and flipped it face-down, so just one page that had nothing but a picture on it was hanging down from it. Then she cautiously dipped that page halfway into the water and pulled it back up, looking closely to see that the page was still dry and unfazed by the water. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded a little. "Well, I guess it isn't too far-fetched to say that they are magically waterproof since they are magic items. Would kinda stink if a mage lost all their spells just because it started to rain in the middle of a battle. At least the game isn't completely cruel." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, that would suck." Kaden replied. "Imagine being a mage who uses the water element, but if you get your books and scrolls wet you can't use magic anymore. That would just be silly." 
 
      
 
    "Anyways, lets get moving. We don't know what else lies ahead." Mendelen stated before he jumped back into the water and began swimming back to the previous room. The others followed shortly after him, with Estellese going last. Her broken ribs were slowing her down and making the swim back very painful.. But in time the four of them made it back to the room with the water and picked up the stuff they had left in the room. 
 
      
 
    Estellese checked her book to see that it was undamaged by the water. And with that she placed the book in Zanath's duffel bag so she would not need to carry it. 
 
      
 
    "Alright. Remember, stay in formation and follow me." Mendelen said as he took the lead with Estellese by his side. Zanath and Kaden readied their swords and followed along right behind them. The four of them walked out of the room, across the crossroads room they had been in previously, and into the hallway to the west. It was the only direction they had not explored yet. 
 
      
 
    The hallway-like section of the cave stretched a long ways to the west, although the group could see a side path to the north. It was not a narrow hall, it was pretty wide, so they had space to maneuver. They stayed on guard as they walked, making it about halfway down the hallway before they could hear something growling. 
 
      
 
    Out from behind a small pile of rocks walked another monster. It had the body of a lion, the head of a ram with 4' long horns on its head. There was a 6' long snake where its tail should be, and the snake seemed capable of moving on its own by the way it hissed and stood up almost straight upon seeing the humans. 
 
      
 
    The four Alphas gasped and took a step back upon seeing the creature, Kaden and Zanath raised their swords but were unsure of how to get close enough to strike. Mendelen started making a plan in his head, but before he could speak the creature inhaled a deep breath, then suddenly spat a stream of searing hot flames at the group, making Mendelen and Kaden dive left, while Estellese and Zanath dove right to evade the flames. 
 
      
 
    "No time to sit around!" Mendelen called out quickly and panickedly. "Zanath, Kaden, flank from the right and left sides. Estellese, we attack from the front. Go!" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Estellese rushed in head-on towards the creature, and as expected it spat another stream of flames at the two of them, forcing them to jump to the sides to get out of the way again. But this bought Kaden and Zanath enough time to get around on the sides of the beast. Kaden moved in first and slashed his sword at the neck of the creature, but the snake-tail moved with lightning fast speeds and threw itself infront of the blade. Kaden's sword was not sharp enough to cut through the scales of the snake's body, it did nothing to the snake aside from leaving a few scrapes on its scales. 
 
      
 
    Zanath moved in from the other side, slashing his sword down at the monster's back and aiming for its spine. However the creature tilted its head back, moving it's horn infront of the sword to block that attack too. 
 
      
 
    The snake-tail lunged for Kaden after blocking his attack, aiming to bite his shoulder with it's lightning-fast speeds. But Kaden quickly used his sword to push it away from himself before it could bite him. The beast went to jerk its head back to try and jab its horns at Zanath, but before it could do so Estellese had gotten back onto her feet and grabbed the beast's horns. She was struggling with it, fighting to hold it down as the creature bucked and fought back. Trying to pull away, trying to push forwards and bite her, trying anything it could to get out of her grip. Her broken ribs were searing with pain, the more it struggled the more she hurt, she couldn't hold it back for long. 
 
      
 
    The snake-tail moved away from Kaden and in the blink of an eye lunged to bite Estellese's neck. But Mendelen was right on the mark, he slammed his bone-club up into the bottom of the snake, knocking the snake-tail backwards and away from Estellese. 
 
      
 
    The beast took in a deep breath again, and Estellese knew that it was about to blast more flames directly at her. She was standing right infront of its face after all. She let go and quickly dove to the side to get out of the way, but while she did that both Kaden and Zanath stabbed their swords into the sides of the creature. Causing it to roar out in pain as flames burst from its mouth again. Estellese and Mendelen had bought them just enough time to get their attacks in. As the beast struggled and stumbled backwards in pain, stunned momentarily from being stabbed twice, Mendelen rushed in and slammed his bone-club down on the creature's head, knocking the creature to the ground. 
 
      
 
    The snake-tail lunged for Mendelen this time, aiming to bite his shoulder. But Mendelen leaned his head forwards, putting his head infront of the snake's bite. With a loud pang the snake hit the metal helmet he was wearing, the one he had stolen from the goblins back in the city, the night they found the grocery store. Then Estellese immediately grabbed the snake and used her strength to hold it back so the others could safely attack the beast. Zanath and Kaden were quick to both stab at the creature once more, finishing it off. 
 
      
 
    When the creature and the snake-tail went limp, Estellese threw the snake to the ground, panting lightly. "Good plan." She said. "That could have gone very, very wrong if we hadn't been following an attack plan." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded. "Yeah. Good work everyone." He said. "Lets get moving though, we don't know how big this place is. And it is likely filled with a lot more monsters." He warned. 
 
      
 
    The four of them grouped up again and went back into formation, Mendelen lead the way taking the turn to the northern pathway. It was another one of those odd doorway-like openings in the cave wall that lead to a room-like area in the cave. In this room stood three skeletons, all armed with bone-clubs. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, Kaden and Zanath, you two take the one on the left. Me and Estellese will each take our own and-" Mendelen started to say, before Kaden interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "Its just skeletons, we handled them before. Blitz. No need to be tactical. Rush in and wipe them out." Kaden stated before sprinting at the center skeleton. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden!" Estellese yelled after him, her tone reflecting her annoyance and irritation with the man. 
 
      
 
    "He does have a point." Mendelen said. "Doesn't make him right, of course, but he does have a point. These don't look lethal, let him do his own thing. Estellese, you take the left, I'll tag-team the right with Zanath. This should be easy." 
 
      
 
    Kaden ran at his skeleton and swung his sword for its head. However, the skeleton didn't particularly care about the sword and swung its bone-club at Kaden's ribs. Kaden's sword struck the skeleton in the head, and the skeleton struck him in the ribs. Both of them were knocked to the ground and Kaden let out a grunt of pain. He was bruised and hurt, but the skeleton was unharmed. They both started standing up, but as soon as Kaden got on his hands and knees he sprung off the ground and tackled the skeleton. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Zanath and Mendelen rushed at the other skeleton. As they approached it it moved in to take a swing for Mendelen's torso. Mendelen dropped into a slide to dodge the attack, like a baseball player sliding into home plate, and he slid right into the skeleton's legs to knock the creature off its feet. Zanath followed up with a quick stomp to the skeleton's upper spine to pin it to the ground while the two of them quickly got to work breaking it into pieces. 
 
      
 
    Estellese walked towards her skeleton, as the creature stepped forwards and took a swing at her head with its own bone-club she raised her arm and blocked the club with the side of her fore-arm, wincing in pain as the bone left a nasty bruise. She immediately twisted her blocking arm around to grab the skeleton's arm, then she yanked the skeleton towards herself, while leaning back and throwing a powerful kick at the creature's chest. With her yanking it towards herself, and kicking it back at the same time she tore its arm right out of the socket and knocked the skeleton back onto the floor. The skeleton quickly tried to stand, but Estellese was quick to jump ontop of it, almost the second it hit the floor, and start slamming its own bone-club into its joints. Snapping and shattering each of its joints in its shoulders and legs. She was not in a good mood right now, Kaden was irritating the hell out of her, and she did not feel like dealing with skeletons. When she was finished she looked up to see that Mendelen and Zanath were also done, and that Kaden had his pinned and was breaking away at the joints just now. Once he was finished, Kaden stood up and looked around at the others. 
 
      
 
    "All clear?" Mendelen asked, not expecting an answer since it was obvious. "Lets move." He said as he took the lead again, letting everyone get into formation while he followed the path to the north. He went through another doorway-like opening on the north side of the cave to find himself in an empty room, the stalagmites and stalactites in this room were all over the place, and there was a ton of them. Even some sticking horizontally out of the walls like spikes which shouldn't have been possible. But with nothing of interest in this room Mendelen moved on and lead the group deeper into the cave. There was only one way to go again, which was west through another door. 
 
      
 
    As they walked into the west room they spotted a treasure chest up on an incline ahead of them. Although next to it was another one of those beasts from the hallway. The snake-tail of the part lion, part ram, part snake creature hissed loudly and the creature right away jumped down at the four of them. Lunging from the top of the incline straight for Mendelen. 
 
      
 
    Then, there was suddenly the loud sound of a crack, followed by a loud booming sound and a bright flash of light. When the flash of light faded away the group looked up to see a bolt of lightning striking the hybrid creature out of the air. Mendelen, Kaden, and Estellese looked back, tracing the bolt of lightning to where it came from. Following its path to Zanath, who was pointing at the creature with two of his fingers. 
 
      
 
    The hybrid creature slammed into the ground, and before it could recover from the landing or being electrocuted Kaden stabbed his sword down at it's head, killing it. 
 
      
 
    Everyone looked at Zanath for a moment. "Sorry. Didn't feel like dealing with another one. It jumped, and it can't dodge in mid-air so I figured I'd just zap it." Zanath replied simply. However as he spoke, the "bolt" scroll that he held in his free hand suddenly turned to ash, and he watched the ashes slowly flutter to the ground like black snow. "Oh… I guess the scrolls are just one-time use." He thought out loud. 
 
      
 
    "No, that was good Zanath. Those things give us enough trouble, we don't want more of them if they can be avoided." Mendelen said. "And now we know not to waste these scrolls. That must be the difference between the scrolls and your book Estell. Scrolls are one time use, but your book teaches you how to use the spell on your own so you can use it whenever." He said. "Not sure if that's true, but it seems like that is the case." He added. Although when he finished speaking he realized that Kaden was missing. "Kaden?" 
 
      
 
    Kaden was already at the top of the incline, had opened the treasure chest, and was poking around at the items inside of it, looking them over as he pulled them out one by one. Hearing his name called he looked down at everyone, tilting his head to the side a little "Hmm?" 
 
      
 
    "Again Kaden?" Estellese questioned. "You guys go get the treasure, I'm gonna stay down here. It hurts to move, and I don't want to climb up the incline just to have to walk all the way back down. The room looks like a dead end." She said, resting a hand on her broken ribs. "If there is another room up there call down to me and I'll come." She added. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen raised an eyebrow at her comment about Kaden doing something again, he assumed something must have happened between them before him and Zanath arrived at the minotaur. But he nodded a little. "Alright, no problem. Be safe and yell if anything shows up. Even if you can take it down yourself." He said as him and Zanath climbed up the incline to the chest. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing useful in here." Kaden muttered quietly. He looked over the items he had pulled out of the chest. Five small golden nuggets, three ingots of some sort of metal. A golden chalice that had several gems encrusted on it. The chalice gave off an odd vibe when it was touched, something about it felt strange, like it was full of energy or something. And two rubies, they were round and almost big enough to fit in your palm. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen took the items and added them to Zanath's bag. "Loot is loot. We'll find a use for it." He said, giving a few extra seconds of attention to the odd chalice, before that too was stuffed in the bag. "This seems to be a dead end, so lets head back to the hallway and see where it leads to." He added. He could tell everyone was getting worn down a little, but they had to see this through until the end. Going back up to the city was not safe and neither was stopping to rest here. 
 
      
 
    Kaden and Zanath nodded a little. "Alright, lets go." Kaden replied before he headed down the incline, with Mendelen and Zanath following behind him. Once they regrouped at the entrance of the room Mendelen took the lead again and directed everyone to get back into the formation. 
 
      
 
    The group walked back out into the hallway, then resumed following it to the west for a while until they reached the end of it. The four of them were remaining quiet now, they were all tired, sore, and exhausted. None of them felt like talking, at this point they just wanted to go home and rest, maybe take a nice warm bath. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the hall there was a room to the south, so following the only path they could they walked down to that room and found themselves at another crossroads. Again, the path split in all four directions. Mendelen lead the way straight ahead, continuing south to find that the room was just an empty room. So they went back to the crossroads and took the west path. Entering another empty room that had a doorway leading south, to another empty room and door leading further south. Mendelen was starting to question if there was anything left in this dungeon as he lead the group south into the next room. But as they walked through the doorway and into the room they saw something they wish they hadn't seen. 
 
      
 
    In the room was a staircase leading downstairs, but in front of it was a massive, fifteen foot tall troll. It carried a huge club that was as big as a human's entire body. The massive beast had skin that was so thick it looked like stone was embedded in its skin in various places throughout its body. Its massive size and incredible strength was matched only by its incredible stupidity. The troll, seeing the four humans grunted and immediately ran after them. 
 
      
 
    Kaden cussed loudly as he turned and started to run, with the other three following mere seconds after him. 
 
      
 
    "What do we do? How do we fight that thing!" Estellese yelled. 
 
      
 
    "It is too big to fit through the door. Just run!" Mendelen called back, glancing over his shoulder as they backtracked through the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    As the troll chased them and neared the door, the beast ducked as if it was going to duck low enough to fit through the door. However, even when ducking the beast was still much bigger then the door and the troll did not stop running. Its leg fit through the door but the rest of the beast slammed face-first into the wall. But the troll was so big, and running so fast, it smashed right through the wall, roaring in pain and shaking its head, but that didn't stop it, it just kept running after them. 
 
      
 
    "You were saying?" Estellese panickedly questioned. "We need a plan." 
 
      
 
    "Nothing we have will be able to harm that thing!" Mendelen countered. 
 
      
 
    "Follow me, I know where to go." Kaden spoke up, before he sped up to lead the way. 
 
      
 
    "You sure?" Mendelen questioned. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure." Kaden replied as he lead the way, running back through the dungeon paths. 
 
      
 
    "You know where you are going?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "I memorized the layout of the dungeon." Kaden answered. 
 
      
 
    The troll continued its chase, at every door it passed by it ducked again as if it thought it would fit through the door this time, and every time it slammed face-first into the wall and broke through it, with a surprised grunt of pain. 
 
      
 
    Kaden lead the way to the long hallway they had ran through, running halfway down the hallway before he turned to take that north side-path, and then he ran up through that path. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden… Isn't this the path with the chest?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "Of course." Kaden replied as he ran through the first room, past the destroyed skeletons. Then lead the way into the second room. 
 
      
 
    "Wasn't the path with the chest a dead end" Zanath questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Yes." Kaden replied simply. stopping in the middle of the empty room that was right after the skeletons. There was two ways out of this room, south the way they had come from where the troll was barreling towards them. Or west, the room with a chest that was a dead end. 
 
      
 
    "Why did you lead us into a dead end!" Estellese shouted at him, spinning around at him with a firey look in her eyes that clearly said she was ready to kill him. 
 
      
 
    Kaden shrugged. "Dunno." He replied. "Sounded like fun." He looked around at the spiky stalagmites and stalactites on the floor, ceiling, and walls. He had thought they were pretty odd the first time they walked through here. After a moment, they heard another loud crash of the troll slamming through the doorway not far from their room, it was almost here. Kaden turned to Mendelen, giving him an expectant look as if waiting for him to do something. 
 
      
 
    "I am seriously going to kill you!" Estellese shouted at him. 
 
      
 
    Zanath and Mendelen looked around, trying to think of something. And Kaden just kept watching Mendelen, waiting. "Thiiink abooout iiiit…" Kaden said slowly. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked around the room again, trying to figure something out. After a moment it hit him. "Everyone get into the corner, immediately!" 
 
      
 
    "What? Why?" Estellese said quickly. 
 
      
 
    "Just do it." Mendelen called out. With another loud smash, the troll slammed its face through the wall above the doorway and crashed into the room, roaring out in frustration. 
 
      
 
    The four Alphas ran into the back corner of the room. "Huddle close together, grab onto eachother-" 
 
      
 
    "And kiss your ass goodbye." Kaden interrupted in a joking tone. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shot him a glare. "And grab onto some part of the cave wall. Hold on tight, keep a hold on anyone you can. Whatever you do make sure you are holding onto something." He finished what he had been about to say before Kaden interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "If we are huddled this close together one swing will take us all out." Estellese countered. But she did as she was told, grabbing onto part of the jagged wall with one hand and grabbing Mendelen with the other. Mendelen grabbed onto a stone sticking out of the wall and Kaden. Kaden grabbed onto an indent in the wall and Zanath. Zanath grabbed onto another indent in the wall and Estellese. 
 
      
 
    The ground shook with every step as the troll ran at them, getting closer and closer. Once it got within reach it raised its club into the air and got ready to slam it down on the four humans. But then mendores let go of Kaden, and grabbed one of his scrolls. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen activated the scroll, and threw it out into the middle of the room. Suddenly the entire room was engulfed with powerful gales, blowing everything in the room all over. It was like a tornado had been unleashed, any rocks, stones, and small boulders that had not been stuck to the floor or walls were picked up and sent flying around the room in a circular motion. The troll, like the rest of the stones, was pushed by the strong winds and stumbled right before it could swing. The winds were so strong that the troll was struggling to stand, it wasn't being lifted off the ground and blown around, but it was being pushed around by the wind, sent stumbling in circles around the room, and couldn't keep its footing. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen quickly grabbed Kaden again as the four humans struggled to hold onto the wall. If any of them let go they would without a doubt be swept up in the windstorm. 
 
      
 
    "What is the plan?" Estellese shouted out over the sounds of rushing wind. The winds were so strong, and were pulling the four alphas away from the wall. They were all struggling to hold on and not be pulled off into the windstorm, but with her broken ribs holding on was excruciatingly painful. Her eyes were starting to get watery. 
 
      
 
    "Hold on and hope it works." Mendelen replied. "Whatever you do just don't let go." 
 
      
 
    The troll continued to struggle and stumble, until eventually the winds pushed it to step on a sharp stalagmite on the ground. With a roar of pain the sharp stone stabbed through the troll's foot. The wound on its foot made the troll stumble even more, barely able to stay on its feet as the wind pushed it all over the place. Until eventually, it fell and was swept up in the whirlwind. Flailing about, the troll tried to grab onto something, anything to ground itself again but it was fruitless. It was pushed and thrown around, and around, it eventually veered just a little off course from all of its flailing and slammed into the spiked wall. It was impaled by several stone spikes, and in an instant its body went limp and the ground below it was covered in blood. 
 
      
 
    The whirlwind continued a little longer, with the four humans barely holding on. When it finally came to a stop the four of them all let go and collapsed to the ground. They were all panting lightly for a moment. "We killed it…" Mendelen panted out. "Take a moment to relax, we are safe." 
 
      
 
    Estellese quickly wiped a few tears from her eyes, and took a deep breath, cringing in pain. Even breathing was starting to hurt very badly now. She considered asking for a potion, but shook her head. No, they needed those potions. She recollected herself and went back to acting as if she was unharmed. "No thanks to Kaden." Estellese argued. "Can we kill him now? I'll gladly-" 
 
      
 
    "Hey." Kaden interrupted. "I said I know where to go. I said nothing about getting us away from big and ugly. Plus, we lived, so clearly I did the right thing." 
 
      
 
    Estellese sat up and clenched a fist, giving him a death glare. But Mendelen spoke up. "Let it go Estell. We need him." Mendelen stood up and brushed himself off, then held out a hand to help the others up. "Now that we caught our breath, lets get moving. I saw stairs leading down behind the troll, that probably goes deeper into the dungeon. But there is one path we didn't check on this floor so lets check that first and then go down the stairs." He said. 
 
      
 
    "Sounds like a plan." Zanath said, taking Mendelen's hand and pulling himself onto his feet. 
 
      
 
    Estellese also grabbed Mendelen's hand and pulled herself up. "Alright…. Side path it is." She said in a rather irritated tone while Kaden got up on his own. 
 
      
 
    "Formation everyone." Mendelen said, before leading the way back to the second crossroads, the one right before the troll. He lead the way to the east this time, the one way they hadn't gone. They walked into the first room, which only had one door leading east, so they walked into the second room which also only had one door, going south this time. The four of them were on edge, expecting an attack at any second, but none came. Walking south into the third room they found another treasure chest, in an empty dead-end room. 
 
      
 
    "Careful, could be a trap." Zanath said. However by the time he said it Kaden was already standing in front of the chest with his hands on it ready to open it. "Or not, go ahead." 
 
      
 
    Everyone stood back as Kaden opened the chest, and when nothing happened the rest of the group walked over to the chest to see its contents. He pulled out three more ingots of the same metal as the previous ones. A spikey mace that seemed kinda heavy, and a small cloth bag that like the chalice they found earlier gave off this weird vibe, as if it was radiating energy. Muttering quietly to himself about the chest having more junk he put the ingots into the cloth bag, and was surprised to realize that the bag only got a little bit heavier, and that the ingots took up almost no space. Puzzled, he looked inside to see that the ingots had shrunken to be about one fourth of the size they had been. He reached in and took the ingots out only to see that they were still normal-sized once out of the bag. "Huh…" He mused. 
 
      
 
    "Well, that'll be useful." Mendelen said as he took the bag and ingots from Kaden, then put the ingots back in the bag. "Zanath pass me all the loot we put in your bag. Anything we don't need to use is going to go in here." He said. Zanath quickly passed him the rubies, ingots, and gold nuggets so Mendelen could keep them in the magic bag. Then Mendelen handed the mace to Estellese. "This is good guys, we are getting our feet on the ground. We are getting armed. Lets keep exploring the dungeon, when we get out maybe we'll be well armed enough to have a better chance of survival out there. Lets go." He instructed as he slung the bag over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    The group nodded, they may be exhausted but their moral was a little higher at least. They went back into formation and followed Mendelen back to where the troll had been. They looked down the stairs and the room below seemed to be clear, so they cautiously walked down the stairs to the next floor. They found themselves in another empty room, this one had a door leading to the north. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone had reached the bottom of the stairs, the group walked north into the next room. "You've got to be kidding me…" Kaden murmured in a quiet voice. As they walked into the room the natives of the room came into sight. Three of those lion, ram, snake hybrid creatures they had run into before. The beasts turned to see the humans as they walked in, the three of them began to growl quietly and slowly walked towards the group, ready to fight or chase if needed. 
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    (Sorry for the delay again, this chapter was a week late due to a week long stay in the hospital.) 
 
      
 
    -Chapter 9: Diving Deeper - 
 
      
 
    As the Alphas walked into the room their eyes set on the three hybrid creatures in the room. One of these things had caused enough trouble... Facing three at once… Would be dangerous. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen thought over what scrolls they had left. Kaden's teleport scroll, his own barrier, and Estellese's death grip. Nothing that could easily bring these down like Zanath had done before. "Alright, everyone we're going to-" He started but before he could finish Kaden had already sprinted off after the leftmost creature. 
 
      
 
    "Sprint off and act like an idiot. It's what he does best." Estellese grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "Let him do his own thing. New plan, Estell take the rightmost creature, Zanath with me on the center one. Lets hope Kaden knows what he's doing. Plan is to pick them off one at a time by outnumbering them, so just hold out until me and Zanath kill ours." With that Mendelen and Zanath ran towards the hybrid creature in the middle. 
 
      
 
    "Got it" Estellese replied. She tightly gripped the battle axe she had taken from the last chest and ran towards her assigned beast, but she treaded with caution. Her injuries slowed her down and weakened her, she knew that, and as she watched the snake-tail she could tell that it moved too fast for her. It moved too fast for any of them to keep up with. She was going to have to be careful with this one. The lion part of the beast roared out loudly and pounced at Estellese, but Estellese quickly threw a spinning roundhouse kick at the beast, striking it in the side and knocking it out of the air. The beast hit the ground on its side and skidded a few feet, but immediately rolled onto its feet and with a roar of anger lunged for Estellese again. Her ribs were searing in pain, she spun back around as fast as she could to face the beast again but it was too late. As soon as she saw it the beast tackled her to the ground and immediately moved to sink its teeth into her throat. But before it could bite her she dropped her axe since the beast was too close to hit it with the axe and slammed a fist into the creature's nose, causing the beast to yelp in pain and recoil for a brief moment. But it turned its attention right back to Estellese and took in a deep breath, with her pinned underneath its paws it was getting ready to spew more flames. 
 
      
 
    Estellese immediately thrust her right arm up to grab the beast's throat, shoving its head up so that it spat its flames up into the air. Growling in frustration the beast started trying to struggle to get its throat out of her grip, it began clawing at her anywhere it could reach, and suddenly Estellese heard a hissing from her left side. She turned to see the snake-tail reaching around the side, the snake's head head pulled back and suddenly lunged forward at her throat with lighting fast speeds. Estellese cussed loudly and thought fast, taking her left arm and thrusting it down its throat to prevent it from biting her neck. She screamed out in pain as she felt the snake's fangs sink into her arm, and felt the claws of the beast tearing away at her, and felt the weight of the beast on top of her broken ribs. It all hurt so much her head was spinning. Estellese grit her teeth, trying to bear through the intense pain, as she slammed her arm that was inside of the snake against the ground, slamming the snake's fangs deeper into her arm, but keeping her arm pressed firmly against the ground to make sure the snake was pinned and wouldn't be able to bite her anywhere else. 
 
      
 
    And then, she focused on the scroll she had in her pocket. A red aura surrounded her and the beast, one for each of them, but the aura of the beast looked as if it was being sucked into Estellese's aura little by little. The beast started struggling and trying to pull away, but Estellese tightened her grip on its throat, squeezing so hard that her nails broke skin and the beast started to bleed. "You're not going anywhere now." She growled, fighting through the pain, trying very hard not to scream as the beast clawed away at her, as the snake repeatedly bit and yanked on her arm in a mad attempt to pull her arm out of its throat. As the beast's aura grew weaker and weaker, its body grew weaker and its attempts to fight and pull away grew feeble, its loud roars and growls became quiet whimpers and yelps. Until eventually, the beast's aura was gone and it lifelessly collapsed to the ground. Leaving Estellese lying in a pool of her own blood, her body torn and mangled from the beast's claws, with silent tears she couldn't hold back running down her cheeks from the sheer pain as she laid on the ground. She laid there for just a moment, before shakily standing back up, barely standing but standing nonetheless. It was then that the second part of the scroll started kicking in, her wounds all began rapidly healing from the life force she had drained from the creature. She checked her pocket hoping the scroll would still be there, it saved her life, but it was nothing more then ash now. It would not be there to save her again. 
 
      
 
    Although, she did wonder why nobody had come to help her. Usually the team was right on top of that. She looked around for the others, only to see that they were not in much better positions. 
 
      
 
    Kaden jumped back narrowly getting out of reach of the snake-tail to avoid getting bitten by it. As soon as his feet touched the ground the lion head took in a deep breath and billowed out flames, forcing Kaden to turn and run to the side to get out of the way of the flames. He shifted a little, running at an angle to try and strike at the beast from the side. As he got close he swung his sword down at its back but the beast tilted its head back and blocked the blade with its long horns. The snake-tail whipped around and lunged for Kaden's shoulder with lightning fast speeds, but Kaden was quick to jump back again and get out of its reach before it could hit him. He couldn't get a single hit in on the beast, it was too fast and had too many defenses for him to strike it, and its constant attacks were forcing him to stay on the defense. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Zanath were not faring much better. As Estellese looked over at them Mendelen had grabbed onto the beast's horns and was fighting to try and hold it in place while Zanath came up on it from the side. Zanath stabbed his sword down at the beast, but the snake tail swung in and blocked the blade with its scales, before turning and lunging for Mendelen. Mendelen was forced to jump backwards and let go of the beast's horns to get away from the snake, and as soon as he did the beast turned and the lion's head let loose a blast of flames at Zanath. Zanath dove into a roll to get out of the way, but as he rolled away from the flames the beast pounced on top of him. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen was right there, so in a flash he charged at the beast. The snake tail lunged for him, but Mendelen bashed it out of the way with the bone he had stolen from the skeletons and rammed his shoulder into the beast's side, knocking it off Zanath. The beast was back on its feet in the blink of an eye and let out another blast of flames at Mendelen and Zanath, forcing Mendelen to quickly sidestep the flames, and making Zanath have to jump off the ground from his lying position and roll out of the way. The beast then charged at Mendelen, and Zanath took the opportunity of it being distracted to rush in and stab his sword at the beast's side. But the snake was not distracted, it swooped down and blocked the sword with its scales again. 
 
      
 
    Then suddenly Kaden appeared out of nowhere on the other side of the beast and stabbed his sword into its other side. The beast roared out in pain as it felt the blade plunge into it, and then Kaden yanked the sword down to not just stab the beast but to slice it open. The beast roared out again in pain and the snake hissed loudly. Zanath used this brief moment that the creature was stunned from the pain to stab at it once more, aiming for where the heart would be on a lion, then yanked his sword back out and jumped away from the beast to get out of the way of any further last-ditch efforts the beast had before it died. 
 
      
 
    The beast spat out a fireball at Mendelen who quickly sidestepped the flames, it roared and struggled, trying to turn and attack Kaden but it couldn't move fast enough, before it could turn to him it collapsed to the ground, dead. 
 
      
 
    "You killed yours already Kaden?" Mendelen questioned, wondering why Kaden was suddenly here and not fighting his own beast. 
 
      
 
    "Of course not." Kaden replied simply, as if it had been a silly question. He held up the ashes that used to be his blink scroll to indicate how he got here and how he got away from his beast. "It's probably about to pounce on us any second now." 
 
      
 
    With a loud roar the last of the hybrid creatures rushed in and moved to pounce on Mendelen. But before it could reach him a red and pink blur rushed past Mendelen and punched the beast in the nose mid-jump, slamming it back down into the ground. It was Estellese, of course, and she was completely soaked in blood to the point where her hair and clothes looked more red than pink and purple. It was her own blood, but nobody knew that because her wounds were all healed and she was unharmed. "I killed my creature, this is the last one." She said before moving in closer to the beast. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen glanced over at where she had been fighting before, to see that the creature she had been fighting was indeed dead. He looked back at the others with a rather shocked expression. "The longer I'm around her… The more I am glad she is with us and not against us." He said before he rushed off to assist Estellese. 
 
      
 
    "Agreed, she is scary." Kaden replied before following the others. 
 
      
 
    The hybrid creature got back onto its feet and growled, taking in a deep breath before spewing out a stream of flames at the oncoming Alphas. Everyone quickly moved to the sides to avoid the flames and continued moving in on the beast. Mendelen took the lead. "Same plan as before, surround it, restrain it, kill it." He took the front and charged the beast head-on, as the beast backed up and prepared to spit more flames Mendelen rushed in and grabbed its horns, yanking them to make the beast look down at the floor. 
 
      
 
    The snake-tail lunged at Mendelen to force him to let go, but Estellese was on top of it. She grabbed the base of the snake-tail and yanked it back, sliding her hands up its body to grab it closer to the head so she could stop it from turning and biting her. As she restrained it the snake head spun around and tried snapping at her, but it couldn't reach with her holding it back. It opened its mouth widely and hissed at her, and as it did Estellese noticed some clear liquid leaking out of the snake's fangs. "Eww, don't slobber on me." she growled at the snake as she used her other hand to smack it over the head and shut its mouth. As she restrained the snake half Zanath and Kaden moved in from the sides and slashed down at the beast from both sides, their blades cutting through the creature's body and killing it on the spot. 
 
      
 
    As the last of the beasts' bodies fell lifelessly to the ground everyone took a second to catch their breath. "Good job team" Mendelen said. "Alright so Kaden used his scroll, we are down one scroll then." 
 
      
 
    "I used mine too." Estellese replied. "I took a bit of a beating, had to use it." She added. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, alright we are down two scrolls then. That means mine is the only one we have left." Mendelen replied. "How did yours work, are you all healed up? How are you feeling" 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded "Every injury I had was completely healed. I feel pretty good now, although my arm burns like hell where the thing bit me." She said. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded, "Maybe your body hasn't registered that the wound is gone yet, it did heal pretty quick." He suggested. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, probably" Estellese rolled up her sleeve and looked at her arm, the fang marks from where the snake had bit her were gone. But the area was all swollen, and looked to be red and inflamed, and it burned. But the scroll had healed everything so she didn't think much of it. She looked over the group, Kaden was a little burnt, and the others were a little battered, but everyone was otherwise alright. 
 
      
 
    "We ready to go?" Mendelen asked everyone, to which the group nodded. He got up and once everyone was up and ready he began leading the way through the room. They headed east into a hallway. The hall was empty so they continued through it until they reached a crossroads. To their left, north, was a room with seven skeletons in it. To their right, south, the empty hallway continued. 
 
      
 
    "Bet ya those skeletons are guarding something." Kaden said. "We can take em out pretty easily." He added. 
 
      
 
    "It is a possibility, not a guarantee." Zanath pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Well, yeah. But we are here for equipment and supplies right? Mine as well check and see if anything is there" Kaden said. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "We are outnumbered almost two to one. While I trust that we can handle skeletons, we'll need to be careful." He said. "Just think about how much numbers has helped us, we never would have killed most of these creatures if we didn't outnumber them. Don't underestimate the skeletons." He said as he lead the way and took the first step into the room. "And remember, blunt attacks. Your swords are useless here." 
 
      
 
    As they stepped into the room the seven skeletons noticed them. All seven skeletons carried swords this time. Estellese readied her battle axe, she was pretty sure the weight of the axe would cut through these specially hardened bones no problem, unlike a sword. 
 
      
 
    "Spread out a little so they don't surround us, but stay close enough to each other to assist each other when necessary." Mendelen instructed. And the group did as he asked, each of the Alpha testers spreading out a few feet from each other, watching as the seven skeletons rushed at them with swords at the ready. Each person had two skeletons running at them except Zanath who was the furthest to the right, only one chased him. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen focused as his two skeletons ran at him. The first one raised its sword and swung the sword for his neck, but Mendelen blocked it with the bone he had stolen from the first set of skeletons they faced. Immediately after blocking it he grabbed the skeleton's arm with his free hand, yanked it down and slammed his heel into the shoulder joint, snapping the skeleton's arm. But before he could finish it off the second skeleton rushed in and stabbed its sword at his stomach, forcing Mendelen to let go of the first skeleton and quickly sidestep the thrust, turning his body to get it out of the way of the blade as he stepped to the side. And while turning his body he used that momentum to slam his bone club into the head of the other skeleton, knocking it to the ground. 
 
      
 
    The first skeleton grabbed onto Mendelen's leg as it tried to get up off the ground, but Mendelen was quick to slam the heel of his other foot down on the skeleton's shoulder, breaking it and rendering the skeleton's arm unable to move. With that one incapacitated he turned his attention to the one on the ground, He saw it starting to get back up as quickly as it could, so he pelted his bone-club at the skeleton's head, hitting the skeleton on the side of the head with it and knocking it back onto the ground. He then immediately jumped on the skeleton and picked up the bone club he had thrown, before he began using it to smash and break the arm and leg joints on the skeleton. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Estellese who was not too far from him made even quicker work of her skeletons. With the battleaxe she had taken from the last treasure chest they didn't stand much of a chance. The first skeleton rushed at her and slashed its sword for her neck, but Estellese simply ducked under the sword and then slammed her battleaxe down on the skeleton's left leg as hard as she could, striking hard enough to cut through the bones of the skeleton's leg and take the leg right off. As the skeleton lost balance and fell over, she raised her axe twice more, once to slam it down on the skeleton's neck and behead it, and once more to slam her axe down on the skeleton's spine, cutting it in half. She looked up to see the second skeleton rushing in just seconds behind the first, and she quickly picked up the severed torso of the first skeleton and threw it at the second one. Not expecting such an attack, the second skeleton couldn't dodge in time and was knocked over when struck by its ally's torso. And as soon as the skeleton hit the ground Estellese was on top of it, slamming her axe down at it to break it into pieces and finish it off. 
 
      
 
    Zanath, who was beside Estellese only had one skeleton rushing at him. By now these skeletons were no longer even a threat, they had learned the basics to combat shockingly fast and at this point the linear attacks of the skeletons seemed like child's play. He still wondered why the creatures in this dungeon were different, why they all had linear attacks, why they didn't act and seem alive like the creatures on the surface. The monsters in this dungeon acted exactly as he expected an AI to act, which being in a game world that wasn't surprising. But the monsters on the surface… They didn't act like AI, from the little he had observed of them they acted as if they were alive and trying to survive in this world just like anyone else. And that puzzled him, it almost puzzled him enough to make him forget about the skeleton he was fighting. Suddenly when he snapped back to reality the skeleton was standing right in front of him and a shining piece of metal was swinging for his head. Using his speed to his advantage Zanath dropped to a crouching position to duck under the sword, then once he was crouched and the blade was past him his legs sprung him up and he tackled the skeleton. He slammed it into the ground and landed on top of it, then began slamming the blunt hilt of his sword into the skeleton's shoulders to break them. It took a few strikes to break the skeleton's hardened bones this way, and the entire time the skeleton was struggling, squirming, and throwing punches at him with its free hand, But in time he broke both of its arms and moved on to the legs. 
 
      
 
    Kaden had the hardest time with his skeletons, he had no blunt weaponry to fight them with and he was still facing two of them at once. As the first skeleton rushed in and took a swing at him Kaden clashed swords with it, using his own sword to block the skeleton's. Then Kaden immediately kicked the skeleton to knock it over, but before he could do much more with it the second skeleton stepped in and he had to block the sword from that one, as the second skeleton pushed forwards and slashed at Kaden again, Kaden was forced to back away from the first skeleton and block the second one's attacks. He couldn't get an advantage with both of them attacking him, or a moment to focus one of them out. He did not do well with facing multiple targets at once. 
 
      
 
    The first skeleton stood back up and stabbed its sword for Kaden's chest, but Kaden sidestepped and quickly moved his sword to block a slash from the second skeleton just in time. But as he blocked the second skeleton's attack the first one stepped forwards and slashed its sword for Kaden's legs, forcing him to jump back and stopping him from counterattacking. But as the first skeleton swung for Kaden's legs, suddenly it was hit over the head from behind by a bone and knocked to the ground. Kaden glanced up to see Mendelen, coming to assist. The second skeleton slashed at Kaden again, aiming for his throat, but Kaden blocked it with his sword again and kicked the skeleton to the ground. With Mendelen handling the other one, Kaden had no problem pinning this one and promptly got to work at breaking its joints so it couldn't move. While Mendelen pinned the other one and did the same. 
 
      
 
    The fight was quick and swift, they had gotten used to fighting these simple skeletons. With all the undead beings on the ground and too broken up to fight the four Alphas went and took all of the swords from the seven skeletons. Mendelen kept two of the swords, then placed the other five swords, his makeshift club, and the bone he had been using in that magical shrinking bag they had found. Despite the bag shrinking everything that went in those items that nearly filled it. "Everyone okay?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yep." Estellese replied. And everyone else nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, lets see what was behind these skeletons then." Mendelen said as he gestured for the group to follow him. There was nothing in this room but there was another room to the east of here. As they walked into the next room, they found that this room was also empty and was a dead end. 
 
      
 
    "Really?" Kaden grumbled. "Nothing but a dead end? We could have skipped that entire fight." 
 
      
 
    "Well, it is a dungeon. Can't expect every fight to lead to something useful." Zanath said. "We at least got some swords out of it. In case we lose or break the ones we got." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded "And I got two swords of my own, so that's a plus. Lets check the other path, we must be nearing the end of this dungeon. And if we are not I think we're gonna call it quits and back out soon." He said. "Stay on guard." He turned and started leading the way back to the crossroads they had passed before fighting the skeletons. 
 
      
 
    Estellese tightened her grip on her axe when he said to stay on guard, but cringed in pain when she did so. She glanced down at her arm, That burning sensation had spread, it no longer was just around the area the snake had bitten her, now she could feel the burning going down her entire arm and her entire arm looked red and a little swollen. It hurt to move her arm, it felt like the muscles were all on fire. She didn't know why this was happening, but it wasn't too bothersome at the moment so she ignored it for now and just followed along behind the group. 
 
      
 
    Once they reached the crossroads they headed south this time, following the hallway as it turned to the east. There was another crossroads that went south again, but the group passed it up and followed the long hallway to the east. There seemed to be nothing else around, they weren't running into any more monsters. The hallway eventually turned to the north, and lead to a short set of about ten steps, with a closed metal door at the top of the steps. 
 
      
 
    The four of them exchanged a glance, whatever was beyond this door wasn't good. "If I had to guess, this would be the boss room." Mendelen said. 
 
      
 
    "We passed a side path along the way here, should we go back for it?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "We'll get it on the way out." Mendelen replied. "Is everyone ready for this?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "Ready" Estellese, Zanath, and Kaden all replied in unison. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, lets go." Mendelen said as he lead the way up the stairs to the door. Everyone followed him, until suddenly Estellese ran away from the group and ran into the nearby corner of the room. She placed one hand on the wall in front of her and leaned over into the corner. 
 
      
 
    "Estell?" Mendelen questioned. But right after he spoke he got his answer for why she was acting strangely, She threw up, twice. 
 
      
 
    "Ugh…" Estellese groaned, cringing a little when she was finished. "Sorry, suddenly I'm not feeling so well." She said quietly, waiting a moment to make sure she wasn't going to throw up again before she returned to the group. The burning sensation in her arm had spread even further now, she could feel it spreading from her arm across her chest. And now she was starting to feel very ill. "I'm okay now, I'm ready to go. Probably just overstressed, that can make you sick." 
 
      
 
    "You sure?" Mensores asked. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure." Estellese replied. "I'm okay." 
 
      
 
    "Alright, I'll trust your word." Mendelen replied. "Lets go, be on guard everyone." He added as he pushed the metal door open and walked into the room, with his three friends right behind him. 
 
      
 
    As they entered the room they saw that it looked like a big chamber, it was a large open room with nothing but pillars every here and there in it. Pillars, and a giant snake that was almost as thick as a bus and about a hundred and thirty feet long. They all went wide-eyed as they stared at the giant snake, and the snake lifted its head high into the air and stared back at them, hissing loudly as it uncoiled and started slithering towards them. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, guys." Kaden stated. "I can't move." 
 
      
 
    "What the hell? Me neither!" Estellese said in a panicked tone. 
 
      
 
    "Neither can I." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    "What is going on! Why can't we move!" Estellese frantically spoke as she struggled and tried everything she could to move away from the oncoming snake. 
 
      
 
    The snake was getting closer and closer, staring them down as it moved. It could have moved much faster if it wasn't keeping its head up like that to stare them down. 
 
      
 
    Zanath suddenly stumbled and took a few steps away from the snake, then he held up one free hand as if shielding his eyes from the sun, only there was no sun in here and he was shielding his eyes from the snake. "Close your eyes and move! Don't look at the snake, it's a basilisk!" 
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    The door behind them slammed shut and they could hear it lock them inside as the snake rushed at them. It was huge, at least a hundred and thirty feet long and as wide as a bus. 
 
      
 
    "Close your eyes and move! Don't look at the snake, it's a basilisk!" Zanath shouted. While his eyes were closed he moved his hand up to block out the snake's eyes, like you would use your hand to cover the glaring sun when looking at clouds. Opening them again when he was sure his hand blocked the line of sight between his own eyes and the snake's. This broke the paralysis and he ran out of the snake's way. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Estellese shouted back. Kaden and Mendelen both closed their eyes and suddenly they could move again, they immediately ran to the side to get out of the giant snake's path. Estellese hesitated, afraid to lose her vision when there was a giant snake coming at her, her breathing became heavier as she started to panic, and couldn't help but to stare back at the snake as it grew closer and closer. 
 
      
 
    Then she finally closed her eyes and tried to move, but she was still frozen in place. "It doesn't work!" She shouted back. 
 
      
 
    Zanath grabbed Estellese's arm and yanked her out of the way, to his side. He then moved his hand and looked at the snake for a moment, and tried moving. At first he could move but with every millisecond that passed the paralysis became stronger and stronger. He quickly closed his eyes before becoming paralyzed. 
 
      
 
    "You stared at it too long" Zanath stated. "The longer you look at it, the stronger the paralysis gets! Do NOT stare at it for more than a second or two, or the paralysis may get so bad you can't close your eyes!" He shouted to the others. 
 
      
 
    Now that everyone had moved the snake stopped and straightened it's back so that its head was so high up it almost hit the ceiling. It looked down at the others and let out a loud and long hiss, and moved more towards the center of the room where it was close to everyone. 
 
      
 
    "How the hell do we fight it if we can't look at it?" Estellese questioned. 
 
      
 
    "It is a giant snake," Zanath stated "it can't exactly move quietly nor is it smart enough to use stealth. Listen to where it is, and only open your eyes for brief moments to check on things you can't hear." 
 
      
 
    "Split up, it can't look at all of us at the same time!" Mendelen added 
 
      
 
    "It's got scales" Kaden pointed out as he ran to the north side of the room, leaving Mendelen on the west side. Zanath and Estell remained on the east side and the snake was on the south side. 
 
      
 
    "Good point. Our swords won't be able to hurt it through the scales." Mendelen thought out loud. You could almost see the gears in his head turning as he tried to figure out what to do now. They were not prepared for this, nor were they equipped to fight this thing. 
 
      
 
    "Well what is the plan?" Kaden asked, watching Mendelen and waiting for some sort of idea or plan from him specifically. You could almost see the gears in his own head turning as he too tried thinking of some way out of this. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know, just hold out until I can think of something." Mendelen called out. He watched as the snake spun around and glared down at Estellese and Zanath again, as it turned to them the snake flicked its tail at Mendelen trying to slam him into the wall with its bus-sized tail. Keeping its eyes locked on Zanath and Estellese it charged at them. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen dropped flat onto the ground to duck under the snake's tail. It was close, he could feel the gust of air rush over him as the tail just barely went over his head. And he could hear the pillars around him being smashed apart as dust and debris were thrown everywhere. He sprung onto his feet once the tail passed and got ready for the next attack. 
 
      
 
    "Eyes! Closed! And move left!" Zanath shouted when the snake looked at them, shutting his eyes as he ran left towards the south side of the room. Memorizing the positions of the pillars so he would not run into them, and opening his eyes only when he was sure the snake was not in front of him. 
 
      
 
    Estellese hesitated, again not comfortable with losing her vision in such a dangerous situation, but she closed her eyes and ran with Zanath to the south side of the room to kite around the snake. 
 
      
 
    The giant snake lowered its head to get into position to bite them and hissed loudly, then turned to chase after the two as they ran. Zanath heard it turn and when it hissed he noticed that the sound came from a little lower then it had been before. In a flash he spun around to face the snake, keeping his eyes open as he flung one of his knives at the snake's eye. His body locked up and froze in place when he made direct eye contact with the beast, the paralysis was much stronger when he looked straight back into the snake's eyes. But the knife was deadly accurate and stabbed the snake in the eye, causing it to let out a loud and pained hiss. The snake recoiled its head back a little but kept moving forwards, crashing its body into Zanath before he could break free and move. 
 
      
 
    Zanath screamed out as his legs were crushed under the snake's body, the weight of the snake broke both of his legs. He would not be able to walk in this condition. He started using his arms to drag himself out from under the snake and away from the creature while the others moved in. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Kaden grabbed Zanath's shoulders and helped drag him back, and when Estellese saw them she slammed her axe into the snake's side. Even with her strength the blow from the axe did nothing, although it caught the snake's attention and made it turn on her, which was exactly what she wanted. 
 
      
 
    Once it turned on her she turned and ran away from it, trying not to look at it again but at the same time feeling panicked and tense with every second she couldn't see it and didn't know what it was doing. 
 
      
 
    There was only so much space in that small room, it wasn't long before she reached the wall and the basilisk was right behind her. She was out of ideas, with no way to harm the beast and no place left to run she didn't know what to do now. She knew she couldn't turn around to face it or she'd be paralyzed, and she knew it would strike at her any moment, she could hear the hissing right behind her. She could feel her muscles tensing up, begging her to turn around even though she knew she couldn't look at it. 
 
      
 
    "Dodge left!" Mendelen shouted out, and she knew he was talking to her. Who else would need to dodge? She immediately dove to her left just in time for the snake's fangs and the rest of its head to slam into the ground where she had been. She immediately spun around and slammed the blade of her axe into the snake's open mouth, striking at any non-scale covered flesh she could reach. After her quick swing she spun around and ran away from the snake, back to where she had come from. She didn't need to see to know that her attack worked, the snake recoiled and hissed loudly, and she could hear the blood pouring out of its mouth. But even so, to a creature as big as the basilisk a cleave from an axe was just a scratch, it was more pissed off then hurt by such a blow. 
 
      
 
    With Zanath safely placed in a corner of the room Mendelen and Kaden took advantage of the snake being distracted and threw everything they had into an attack on the back end of the snake's body. They hit it as hard as they could with their blades, kicked and slammed the hilts into the scales, Mendelen even tried slamming a small broken piece of a pillar into the scales, all to no effect. They had nothing they could use to pierce or break the scales. The snake whipped around and turned its attention to the guys attacking it from behind, lunging for Kaden and Mendelen. Kaden dove out of the way to dodge the snake's attempt to swallow them, but Mendelen stood his ground. He waited until the last second before he jumped to the side of the snake's wounded eye. Dodging the bite and grabbing Zanath's knife from the snake's eye mid-jump. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen threw the knife to Zanath, and the knife landed on the ground just a few feet away from where Zanath was sitting. "Think you can hit the other eye if I distract it?" Mendelen called out. 
 
      
 
    "I can try. No promises" Zanath replied. He crawled over to the knife and grabbed it then forced himself to stand on his broken legs, cringing and hissing in pain but toughing it out as best as he could. 
 
      
 
    "Estell and Kaden once Zanath makes his move distract it and get it off me" Mendelen ordered as the snake turned to him again and lunged at him. And this time he didn't move. 
 
      
 
    As the snake lunged at him, trying to swallow the tiny human, he jumped back just far enough to line himself up with the snake's teeth, so that it would bite him instead of swallowing him. Then Mendelen activated the barrier spell, it's teeth sunk into the barrier and got stuck in it, keeping him jammed in the snake's mouth until the barrier breaks. 
 
      
 
    The snake bit down harder, trying to crush him in its jaw and the barrier started to crack. Mendelen only had a very brief moment before it would break. "Now!" He called out. He himself immediately began wildly slashing and stabbing his swords at everything he could reach in the snake's mouth. Tearing the inside of its mouth apart with his blades. 
 
      
 
    Zanath took aim and flung his knife at the snake's other eye. With the deadly accuracy he was known for his knife struck the snake in the eye, blinding it in both eyes and taking away its ability to paralyze them. As Zanath did his part Kaden and Estellese rushed in and started hammering on the snake's back half as hard as they could to try and draw its attention. 
 
      
 
    The snake threw its head back and screeched in pain. Estellese continued slamming her axe against the snake's tail end as hard as she could and eventually the scale cracked and broke off. Seeing her opening she took her axe and cleaved into the small exposed part of the snake's body again and again, hacking away at any piece of flesh she could strike. She couldn't hit anything vital this way, inflict a few more slashes and deep cuts into it's skin. It would be near impossible to kill the snake this way. It lashed out in pain, snapping its tail back then slammed it forwards into Estellese and Kaden. It hit them hard enough to throw them into the wall, snapping their ribs on impact, and giving them both a severe concussion as their heads hit the wall. Kaden's head was bleeding badly, his skull was cracked in the back. They were both in extreme pain and badly hurt, but Estellese was immediately back on her feet almost immediately, and Kaden got up aswell although he took a few moments longer, he was not as easily able to tough out severe pain and injury. Three of them were wounded now and rendered almost unable to fight in their condition, but the basilisk was only blinded and slightly injured in one small area on its massively long body. This barely hindered the beast. 
 
      
 
    As the blind snake whipped its tail around trying to strike at someone, it smashed several more pillars as it flailed. It eventually swung at Mendelen whom upon seeing it coming stabbed his sword into the vulnerable spot Estellese had struck and used the sword as a step to jump over the snake's tail. Losing one of his swords but leaving another, deeper wound on the beast. Mendelen planned to wear it down, one blow at a time keep chipping away at it until blood loss set in. But with everyone injured... They had just lost all hope of surviving a prolonged battle like that. 
 
      
 
    Estellese and Kaden moved over to Zanath as the snake was distracted by Mendelen. "I need a healing potion." Estellese said. 
 
      
 
    "We can't use them in combat, remember?" Zanath replied. 
 
      
 
    "Shit, that's right. What do we do?" Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    Kaden stared at the snake, with a thoughtful expression on his face. He watched as Mendelen tried to fend off the snake by himself. 
 
      
 
    The blindness of the snake only hindered it for a very short time, it had adjusted to the loss of sight and now knew exactly where Mendelen was. It would stick out its tongue every few seconds, using its other senses specifically its sense of smell, to track the human. It lunged at Mendelen who dove out of the way, barely dodging the snake's head. But as Mendelen dodged the snake whipped its tail at him, forcing him to hastily try and jump over it again, using the remains of a broken pillar as a stepping stone. Jumping over something that big was no easy task and this time he wasn't lucky enough to make it. The tail slammed into his legs as he jumped causing him to flip and crash into the ground and seriously injuring his legs. Thankfully they were not broken, but they were badly fractured in several places. He pushed down the pain as he forced himself back into his feet, determined to keep the snake distracted so the others would be safe. 
 
      
 
    The snake again lunged at him and he dove to the side to evade it, throwing his sword at its eye in an attempt to hit any flesh he could. But his skill in knife throwing was not as good as Zanath's, and throwing a sword was harder than it looked. His sword hit the snake's eye but the side of the blade hit the eye instead of the point, effectively doing nothing to the snake and leaving him weaponless as the snake turned on him again. 
 
      
 
    "Estell, give me your bag" Kaden stated firmly. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Estellese asked as she handed Kaden the bag of potions. She watched as Kaden took all four of the potions they had found in the dungeon out of the bag. 
 
      
 
    "I'ma gonna heal the snake" Kaden stated in a dead serious tone. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell Kaden! Don't-" Estellese started to shout before being cut off by a cough and the need to puke again. This time she held it back, but she was rapidly getting sicker. 
 
      
 
    "The poor snakey is hurt! If I heal him he will become my best friend and we will ride into battle together and he will love me and I will call him fluffy and we shall take over the world together." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Are you an idiot? It will kill us if you heal it! We just damaged the damn thing we will lose all the ground we gained in this fight! Give me that!" Estellese went to grab the potions but before she could Kaden sprinted off after the snake. 
 
      
 
    Estellese was going to try and stop Kaden, but as she started moving towards them Zanath told her to stop. "Estell. Stay here and let him do his thing." Zanath stated. "There is no way we are surviving this doing things the way we were. If we don't do something new, we can't win this. It's just impossible. Better to try something than to do nothing and die." He stated. 
 
      
 
    Kaden uncorked a potion bottle and waited for the snake to attack Mendelen, once it lunged at Mendelen and opened its mouth to swallow him again Kaden made his move. He threw the bottle down the snake's throat. Mendelen dodged out of the way and Kaden retreated to keep the snake's attention on Mendelen, the only one in good enough health to dodge the snake. Even if he was just barely able to dodge. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen noticed what Kaden was doing, he did not know what Kaden was throwing since he missed that conversation but he assumed Kaden had a reason for feeding the snake whatever it was he was throwing. So Mendelen worked with Kaden to repeat the maneuver three more times, setting the snake up for Kaden to throw the potions in. 
 
      
 
    As the snake ate the next two potions its wounds slowly started to scab over and heal. It was regaining its eyesight, the bleeding was stopping, it was healing. Slowly, the potions took five minutes to fully heal their target, but it was working. "Uh… Kaden...?" Mendelen questioned him unsurely and cautiously. He took a glance back at his ally to see Kaden throwing the last healing potion at the snake. Then he looked back at the snake and thought about it for a moment. Observing the snake's slow and heavy movements. "Genius." He murmured. 
 
      
 
    Estellese had noticed the snake slowing down and had come to rejoin the fight, thinking it was getting worn out she felt like she could safely dodge these slower attacks with her injuries. "You mean that sarcastically, right?" She questioned. 
 
      
 
    "No. Well, Kaden definitely is not a genius but the idea is." Mendelen answered. They watched as the giant snake slowly started backing off. 
 
      
 
    "Did you hit your head too?" Estellese questioned. "It's healing, if we couldn't kill it while we were unharmed how will we kill it now? Kaden thinks it'll be friendly now." 
 
      
 
    "Did you forget the side effects of the potions?" Mendelen asked. "They paralyze the drinker. The snake may be healing but he basically tranquilized it, even the snake can tell something is wrong and is backing off. Once the paralysis sets in we need to move in quick and make a killing blow. It may be healing, but if we kill it while it's healing the potion shouldn't bring it back from the dead. Hopefully." He stated. "Whether or not Kaden did this on purpose or for his own reasons is up for question though." He added. He watched as the snake backed away into the corner, it looked scared. Its movements were rapidly slowing down until eventually it collapsed to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Estellese watched as Kaden walked up to the snake once it collapsed and began petting its head. "Good snakey. Relax. Stop trying to eat us." He whispered to it in a soft tone, and the snake violently hissed back at him. "Bad!" Kaden snapped and swatted it on the nose. "You will not use such language! Bad snakey!" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed and decided to ignore Kaden as he walked over to the snake's head. It had not regained enough of its vision to paralyze them yet so he needed to move quickly. As he approached Kaden held out his sword, handing it to Mendelen as he passed. "You'll need this." Kaden replied. "Since you lost both of yours." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks" Mendelen took the sword and stepped closer, before stabbing it into the snake's eye. He knew it would take more than just that, the thrown knives had not killed the snake earlier, but then again the thrown knives had not pierced that deeply into the basilisk's eye due to them being thrown. Mendelen shoved the sword in as deeply as it could reach, then he took a step back and kicked the hilt as hard as he could to force the blade in even deeper. The snake let out a loud screech of pain, then it's body went limp. It was finally dead, although the sword was now buried so deeply in the snake's eye that it could not be taken back out. Not that it mattered, they had spare swords. 
 
      
 
    Moments after the basilisk was killed the door opened again and a hatch could be heard opening in the ceiling above them. Suddenly a treasure chest just fell out of the ceiling and landed in the middle of the room. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked around, everyone was badly injured, this fight had almost been the end of all four of them. Zanath's legs were broken; several of Kaden's ribs were broken and his head was still bleeding very badly, he possibly had a cracked skull; Estellese also had several broken ribs and was off throwing up in the corner of the room again, Mendelen himself was also injured. He knew Kaden just threw away several of their potions and he wondered how many they had left now. He hoped Kaden didn't use them all on the snake, he had thrown several of them and they didn't have many to begin with. He turned to the chest and sighed softly, hoping that whatever was inside would be worth it. Although, inwardly he knew nothing that chest could offer would be worth all four of them almost dying. 
 
      
 
    "How many potions did Kaden take?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "All of them" Estellese replied between coughing fits. 
 
      
 
    "Zanath, please tell me we still have some herbs left to make our own potions?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "We do." Zanath replied. "But only enough for three. Not enough for everyone, and if we all use one there will be none left to save us from something bad happening later. And I'm sure I don't need to say, no matter what someone's going to get hurt again eventually. And we are in no condition to risk fighting the werewolves, we can't go back to the forest we got the herbs in." 
 
      
 
    "You guys drink the potions." Kaden spoke up. "I'm not taking one. We can hope to find more in the chest, or in that room we passed by on the way here." He said. "Surely the dungeon will give us some extra potions in that room before the boss. We didn't check it out, so we can go there now." He said as he walked over to the chest and opened it. 
 
      
 
    Zanath limped over to the others, having already mixed the herbs into the water bottles while the others were fighting. He handed one to Mendelen and Estellese, then sat down and drank the last one himself. Estellese drank hers and also sat down. Mendelen looked at his and hesitated, he wanted to save one for an emergency, but also knew that if he didn't drink it his wounds would slow him down and that could result in him being unable to protect his friends. Kaden also needed it more than he did, but at the same time Kaden was not as good of a fighter as he was. The team was safer if Mendelen was not injured. Plus Kaden had already stated his opinion, Mendelen knew the stubborn man wouldn't drink it unless forced to. After a moment of contemplation, he drank his and sat down and spoke to Kaden. "Next potion we find is yours. Stick close to me and Estellese for protection" 
 
      
 
    Although right as he said that Estellese began coughing heavily and nearly threw up again. "Scratch that, stay near me, both of you. If that illness is not cured by the potion." Mendelen corrected himself. " 
 
      
 
    "Uh, I'm not sure if you guys are gonna like this chest" Kaden interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Mendelen questioned as he turned to Kaden. 
 
      
 
    Kaden took a deep breath, then sighed. "It's empty." 
 
      
 
    "Of course. Just our luck." Mendelen sighed, he lowered his head a little and looked almost defeated. If the game was this cruel, surviving would be even harder than they thought. "All that for nothing, this game is brutal." 
 
      
 
    Estellese shook her head. "Really? We almost died for that and it's empty. Are you freaking kidding me?!-" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I am" Kaden interrupted. 
 
      
 
    Estellese continued "I mean, Why the hell would they put an empty-" She stopped as Kaden's words registered in her mind. "You're an asshole, you know that?" 
 
      
 
    "I am aware." Kaden chuckled. "But I'm a loveable asshole so that makes it okay." He added. Mendelen and Zanath remained quiet, but they both smirked a little and Mendelen briefly chuckled. They were both relieved, and slightly amused by the joke. 
 
      
 
    Kaden started pulling the items out of the chest, holding each one up for a moment so the others could see before placing them on the ground. Since the others were paralyzed by the healing potions and would be unable to check the chest themselves. He pulled out a bow, a quiver with 6 arrows in it, and a chainmail chestpiece that protected both the torso and arms of the wearer, although the metals used to make the chainmail seemed weak and flimsy. Kaden grabbed what looked like a necklace with a large diamond and gold pendant, however as he touched it he felt this bizarre sensation of energy emanating from it. The strange feeling made him gasp and drop it, as he yanked his hand back as if he had just grabbed something thorny. After seeing that the necklace did not do anything aside from give off that odd feeling, he reached in and picked it up again then promptly put the strange thing around his neck. 
 
      
 
    The others were giving Kaden an odd look, wondering why he had jumped. Although, knowing Kaden and knowing that any time he found something unknown he used it straight away, they assumed there was something abnormal about the necklace he was now wearing. "Kaden," Mendelen stated. "One of these days that curiosity of yours is going to be the death of you. be careful." He said simply. 
 
      
 
    "One of us was going to have to try it out and see what it did. Otherwise we'd never learn" Kaden replied just as simply. "But I appreciate the concern. However I can't tell what it does or why it gives off this funny feeling." He added as he pulled out the last few items. There was what looked like a bag of coins, and two marble sized diamonds along with one golfball sized ruby. He placed these miscellaneous things in that magic bag Mendelen had to save them some space. Then he laid down on his back to wait for the potions to work on the others. The second he laid down he hissed and cringed, the back of his head touched the ground and sent a sharp pain through him causing him to jump. He had forgotten about that injury, in the rush of adrenaline from the fight or flight reflex the pain from his wounds had almost been unnoticable. But now that he was unwinding, everything hurt. Especially his head and ribs. 
 
      
 
    Kaden rolled over and laid face-down on the ground. "How bad is my head?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "Pretty bad." Mendelen answered. "Well, it looks pretty bad. But then again you're still conscious and able to function so I guess it can't be that bad. Otherwise you'd be knocked out or dead." 
 
      
 
    "Not necessarily" Zanath spoke up, "Some pretty bad brain injuries won't knock you out or kill you. But then again, without a doctor here to check it we wouldn't be able to tell. The bleeding seems to have stopped at least." 
 
      
 
    "True, true." Mendelen replied, "With just us the best we can do is judge by what it looks like. And it looks okay. Aside from all the blood." He looked back at Kaden, however Kaden was now gone. Mendelen looked around the room and couldn't see Kaden anywhere. "Where'd he go?" 
 
      
 
    "Dunno, wasn't watching him." Estellese replied. She was just lying on her back while the potion healed her injuries. 
 
      
 
    "I have no idea." Zanath stated. "He could not have gone far. I didn't even hear him move." 
 
      
 
    "Who are we looking for?" Kaden asked. 
 
      
 
    "You" Mendelen replied. "Where are you?" 
 
      
 
    "Still laying where I was before." Kaden replied as he raised his hand to wave at the others. As soon as he raised his hand he suddenly appeared in the middle of the room, still lying exactly where he was. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden" Zanath started. "I think that necklace turns you invisible." He stated. The only explanation for that was that Kaden had been invisible, and logically the only thing that had changed about Kaden was the necklace he put on. "It must turn you invisible when you are still." 
 
      
 
    "Huh." Kaden mused. He put his hand down and just laid there, and sure enough he turned invisible after two seconds. 
 
      
 
    "Hey! It works." Mendelen laughed. "That could be useful." 
 
      
 
    "Very." Kaden replied with a bit of a smirk, although nobody could see it. 
 
      
 
    "A necklace that makes him invisible." Estellese mused. "Can we find a ring that makes him mute too? Combining both would be pretty awesome." 
 
      
 
    "Hey!" Kaden pouted, but then chuckled lightly along with everyone else. 
 
      
 
    They waited out the five minute duration of the potions, and once it was over everyone but Kaden had recovered from all of their injuries. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked over the items, assuming Kaden was going to take the necklace no matter what. "I don't think anyone has any arguments against giving the bow and arrows to Zanath, right?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "I do not know how to use a bow" Zanath stated. 
 
      
 
    "Does anyone else know how?" Mendelen asked, and when there was no answer he turned back to Zanath. "Well, nobody does. You have the best aim, so it's best in your hands. And I think Estell should have the chainmail, since she's our front line." He added. 
 
      
 
    Zanath took the bow and arrows and began fiddling with them, testing them out and taking a few practice shots across the room. 
 
      
 
    "You are also our front line Mendelen." Estellese stated. "You take it, I will be fine without it." She still felt very numb and sick, the potion healed her wounds but it did not cure her of whatever illness she had. 
 
      
 
    "You sure?" Mendelen asked. And upon seeing her nod he took the armor and put it on himself, now he had both a helmet and a chestpiece."Let's go, we have one more room to check then we can get out of here." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen lead the way, and everyone followed after him. Kaden was limping and lagging behind a little bit due to his injuries but he was able to somewhat keep up with the others. And Estellese was still coughing and getting sick as they traveled back to the room they had passed up. It was empty, but had another room leading off to the west, That room was also free of monsters but contained one treasure chest. Mendelen opened this chest, fearing it may be a trap but it was not. Inside was three more small bags of coins, 4 marble-sized topaz gems, and an odd looking ring. Like the necklace the ring gave off this strange aura, like it was emitting energy. It was a plain golden ring and the top of it where a gem would normally be instead had a flat and blank surface. Since Estellese was the only one to not get an item from the previous chest, Mendelen passed her the ring, assuming it had some sort of magical properties to it. Kaden was both surprised and concerned that there had been no extra potions in the side room as he had hoped. 
 
      
 
    With that, the dungeon was fully explored. Or at least they did not know of any other rooms remaining so they assumed that was it. The four Alphas backtracked through the tunnels, looking over the destruction that was left behind from all of their previous battles. Now, they return to the surface armed and at least not completely defenseless anymore. Although, with Kaden and Estellese's conditions taken into consideration, Mendelen wondered if they were better off or worse off than when they entered, They were armed, but half of their group was also unable to fight effectively due to injury or illness. 
 
      
 
    They exited through the massive spiked doors that started their dungeon run, passing by the goblin corpses, and began making their way up the stairs, back to the subway entrance. "Estellese, what symptoms are you experiencing? From your illness?" Mendelen asked. He figured that since there was a lull in the combat, now was a good time to figure out what was going on. 
 
      
 
    "Well, throwing up constantly for one. My stomach and throat are burning like hell from that." Estellese replied. "I felt numbness in my right arm, which has spread through most of my body now. There are times where I can not breathe, like, I can't inhale or exhale, my lungs just won't work." Estellese started 
 
      
 
    "That is very concerning." Mendelen thought out loud. 
 
      
 
    "And now I feel a very sharp pain in my arm, where the numbness started. That too seems to be spreading." Estellese finished. 
 
      
 
    "Where?" Zanath asked. "I mean, where on your arm." 
 
      
 
    "Here." Estellese said as she pulled back her sleeve. Revealing that a spot on her arm was turning a dark shade of purple, while the area around the purple was a very dark red and all swollen. "Oh shit!" She gasped. "I didn't think it was that bad. What the hell is going on?" 
 
      
 
    "Estellese." Zanath started. "Were you at any time bitten by a snake? Or the snake end of any of those hybrid creatures?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes." Estellese replied. Then her eyes widened as she realized what he was implying. "Wait! Were those things poisonous? I used my healing spell, and a potion, does that not cure poison?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, those were poisonous snakes. And I would assume a normal healing potion won't remove poison. Going by video game logic, we would need an antidote potion." Zanath answered. "And we need to find an antidote fast, that poison has been in you for a while now. Judging by the symptoms you described I think the poison is causing your lungs to periodically fail. We need to cure this before your lungs permanently fail or you experience heart failure." 
 
      
 
    Estellese's eyes widened in fear, but only for a moment before she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she reopened her eyes she was calm and collected, on the outside at least. On the inside she was afraid that she would die here, she knew the chances of them finding an antidote in this overrun and looted city was near impossible. "Where do we go? A pharmacy?" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen spoke up as they reached the top of the stairs and stepped out of the subway. "The first potions we found earlier were in a pharmacy section of a grocery store. So a real pharmacy may be our best bet." 
 
      
 
    As soon as they all stepped out of the subway suddenly a massive earthquake shook the city. Birds shot up into the sky, the dragon who was on the other side of town was startled awake and flew high into the air trying to figure out what happened, and a girl who got startled by the sudden earthquake fell off a nearby rooftop. 
 
      
 
    Kaden looked behind him at the source of the earthquake, only to see the stairs in the subway vanish, and he felt as if something massive underground suddenly tunneled off to the east. Did the dungeon just tunnel away? 
 
      
 
    The other three spotted the young girl falling from the roof. The girl flipped herself up-right in mid-air and landed on her feet in a surprising show of agility. She was short, had incredibly pale skin, very long, straight blue hair, carried a bow and arrows on her back, and she wore what looked like blue and white colored clothing that looked like it belonged to some royal medieval family. Her sharp blue eyes locked on the four Alpha testers, and when she noticed that they had seen her she cussed, grabbed her bow and an arrow and immediately notched the arrow and prepared to fire. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Estellese quickly stepped closer to the subway, preparing to use it for cover just incase they needed to evade fire. But she did not fire straight away. Zanath also grabbed his bow and an arrow, but was not nearly as fast as the girl was. He aimed back at her but also did not fire. 
 
      
 
    "Lower your weapon!" Mendelen called out. "We are not here to fight! We're actually really happy we found another human. Please lower your weapon, we are peaceful." 
 
      
 
    "You know…" Kaden started. "Saying 'we are peaceful' while we are covered in the blood and guts of a bunch of different monsters doesn't really look honest." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden. Not now." Mendelen stated sternly. 
 
      
 
    "Another human…?" The girl murmured, pausing for a moment to think. "Human…?" She murmured again before giving them a confused and distrusting look. Then she suddenly bolted off in a west-ward direction. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she started to run Zanath fired an arrow at her, aiming for her leg with the intent to stop her from escaping. He didn't really want to hurt the girl, but she was another person in this world, they had to find out what she knew and if she knew how to get out of this game. Or, if possible, where the other humans were so they could try to survive within a city or something. They could always heal her later when they found some potions. However as soon as the girl saw his arrow coming at her she stopped running and spun to face them, in an instant she took aim and shot his arrow out of the air with her own., and a split second after that she had notched a second arrow and fired it straight at Zanath. 
 
      
 
    Zanath quickly dove to the side to get out of the way, narrowly dodging the arrow. But in the time it took him to dodge she had already notched a third arrow and fired again while he was mid-dodge. This arrow, he could not dodge. But it also was not aimed at Zanath, but instead was aimed at the quiver on his back. It struck the strap of his quiver with pinpoint accuracy, cutting through the strap and sending Zanath's quiver along with the rest of his arrows spilling out onto the ground. The move accomplished two things, it prevented him from firing back but also made it very clear that she could have killed him had she aimed for his head instead of his quiver. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she saw her arrow hit its mark she spun around and bolted off to the west again. Zanath, being the fastest in the group tried to chase after her, but the girl was far too fast. Zanath, despite being incredibly fast himself, didn't even come close to matching her speed. She was long gone before he could see where she went, and he returned to the group. 
 
      
 
    "Daang" Kaden sighed. "She's a really good shot. I can see how she is surviving out here on her own. Where'd she go?" 
 
      
 
    "West." Zanath stated. "South west I think. And we don't know for sure she's alone" 
 
      
 
    "Should we follow her?" Kaden stated. 
 
      
 
    "I would, if we were not in such dire need for an antidote. She and the other humans, if any, may have antidotes with them. But searching in a random south west-ish direction doesn't mean we will find them. We might, we might not, it would be very risky to bet everything on that." 
 
      
 
    "It's also risky betting everything on a pharmacy not being looted though." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Why did you shoot her?" Estellese spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "Our lives are depending on us getting out of this game, or at the very least finding some supplies so we don't die right here. She was a chance we had to get out of here, or get supplies. I couldn't let her just run off. I was aiming for her leg anyways. Figured it would stop her from fleeing, and we could just give her a potion to fix the wound when we find one. I know, not the best idea, but her fleeing has a very high probability of being the death of us. I had to try." Zanath stated. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I guess it makes sense. But I don't like the idea still." Estellese stated. "Now what?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry." Zanath replied. 
 
      
 
    "We find a pharmacy." Mendelen stated. "And as a last resort, we follow the girl. It will be easier and quicker to find one pharmacy in a city, then it is to find one girl who could be anywhere in the world." He said. "So let's place our bets on the easy one, but also search for a pharmacy in a south-west-ish direction so if it doesn't work out we are at least a little closer to plan B." 
 
      
 
    Zanath nodded "Works for me." he picked up his arrows and the ones the girl had fired at him. The girl's arrows had a very sleek and elegant design to them, he looked them over for a moment before putting them in the quiver with his other ones. 
 
      
 
    "Lets go." Mendelen said as he again lead the way. 
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    - Chapter 11: The deadline - 
 
      
 
    "Anything? Is there any potions left at all?" Mendelen called out to the other side of the pharmacy. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing. It has been looted, everything is gone" Zanath called back. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden any sign of the goblins? What about the dragon?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing. They do not appear to be nocturnal, as long as we continue to travel in the night we should be safe from the hordes." Kaden stated. 
 
      
 
    "I wish we could." Mendelen replied. "But after fighting in the dungeon all day, and searching the city all night... We are going to face a serious exhaustion problem if we don't get sleep tomorrow night. Estellese, how are you feeling?" 
 
      
 
    "Not good." Estellese choked out. She was just laying on the pharmacy bench, trying to regain her strength. "It's starting to get hard to breathe guys, resting is helping but please tell me this isn't another empty pharmacy." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen walked out of the back section and shook his head. "Someone cleaned it out. It's empty." 
 
      
 
    "Third one in a row. What do we do?" Zanath asked, and everyone turned to Mendelen, waiting for his solution. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked around, then shook his head. "Why are you all looking at me? Guys I'm not the leader, I'm only calling the shots because nobody else is. I… I don't know what to do." 
 
      
 
    "Logically, you are the best candidate for leader here." Zanath replied. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah," Kaden added. "You're the only suitable leader. Estell has leadership qualities and is strong, but she is too hot tempered." 
 
      
 
    "Hey!" Estellese coughed out. "I am not" 
 
      
 
    "See?" Kaden added, getting a growl from Estellese in response. "Zanath is smart, but he is too quiet and withdrawn to lead. Plus while he makes the most logical decisions, we're often not in agreement with these decisions. Such as shooting the girl. He was right, it was our only chance, but I believe I am the only one in agreement with him that it was the right choice. Mendelen's decisions are more balanced, we can all usually agree at least a little with them." He said. 
 
      
 
    Zanath nodded a little in response, and when nobody spoke Kaden continued talking. "And I am not trustworthy, I'm not afraid to admit my faults. I can be rash, I have a bad habit of expecting people to know what I'm planning, such as Me and Estell's earlier encounter with the minotaur. I didn't think she'd stay and fight. I don't make a good leader either." He explained. "We all bring something to the table that nobody else does. Estell is strong, and an incredible fighter. Zanath is highly intelligent, his brain saved us several times. Mendelen, you contribute your leadership skills, nobody else can match that." He stated. "Oh, and I contribute my witty comments, a warped sense of humor, and a promise that I will one day take over the world." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Zanath chuckled lightly, taking the brief moment to relax while trying to think of something. "And how will you do that?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    Kaden smirked. "Once we return to the real world. I will secure a mind control chip, and a freshly baked chocolate chip cookie. I will put said mind control chip in the cookie and then offer the next person i meet a free, warm, gooey, freshly baked, amazing, chocolate chip cookie. When they eat it I will control their mind via the chip that would now be implanted in the back of their throat. I will have them then begin producing more mind control chips, and cookies. They will pass them out to other people, who will eat them and come under my control then join the production of more chips and cookies. Nobody can resist a freshly baked chocolate chip cookie. The people who say no the first few times, will eventually find themselves in hell. Everywhere they look, people will be handing out cookies. Imagine, your entire day being spent with the scent of warm, gooey, freshly baked chocolate chip cookies haunting you everywhere you go. Seeing the cookies everywhere, having people wave the cookies under your nose. Resistance will be futile, nobody can resist that scent for long. Nobody." 
 
      
 
    "That is surprisingly well thought out." Zanath noted. "Not that it'd work, such mind control chips are impossible. But well thought out." 
 
      
 
    "Of course. I am an evil genius after all. I said that when we first met." Kaden replied. he was about to continue talking when he suddenly looked out into the street and shushed everyone. He stood in the open doorway of the pharmacy, watching the street. After two seconds he became invisible due to the enchantment on his necklace. 
 
      
 
    The others watched silently as two goblins walked past the store windows. They turned to walk through the door Kaden was standing in and as soon as they got near Kaden he lashed out at them. He suddenly reappeared with his sword mid-slash at the first goblin's neck, before the goblins even had time to register that something just appeared in front of them the first goblin was decapitated. The second goblin shrieked in surprise and jumped backwards, but it was too late. Kaden followed up his swing by lunging forwards, shouting out in pain as every broken bone in his body suddenly felt like they had just been hit with a sledgehammer, he stabbed his sword through the second goblin's chest, killing it. Kaden then stepped back into the doorway, resuming his position as the door guard. His necklace made guarding the location pretty easy, even in his wounded condition. 
 
      
 
    "You okay?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "I hurt like hell. But I'm fine." Kaden replied. "It didn't hurt this bad while I was fighting the snake, what gives?" 
 
      
 
    "Adrenaline." Zanath answered. "While fighting the snake your body was in fight, flight, or freeze mode. Or what most people call fight or flight, whatever. Either way, your brain knew your life was at stake, that and the massive adrenaline rush drastically dulled the pain so you could fight, or flee." 
 
      
 
    Kaden looked up just a little "Hey brain, I'm kinda still in danger can you turn that back on? Just for a…" He paused. His eyes fixated on something down the street and up high, something nobody else could see from inside the building. "The heck? Is that…" He squinted, trying to get a clearer view. 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "That's her! The girl!" Kaden said quickly. "I see a female silhouette, long hair, bow, quiver on the waist. It is watching us, and… It looks like the figure has a notebook or something and is writing something down." He held still and turned invisible again, so the figure would not notice him watching it when whoever it was finished their writing. He didn't want the figure to know he had spotted it. 
 
      
 
    "We have been traveling south west since we spotted her, but maybe we haven't seen any sign of her because she has been following us." Mendelen thought out loud. "Why would she be following us and taking notes?" 
 
      
 
    "Is she a scout for some other group?" Zanath asked. "If we set up a base somewhere, I could easily see myself scouting out the area and tracking people in the same way." 
 
      
 
    "Weren't we the only Alpha testers?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "We don't know that." Zanath replied. "Although, the chances of other people surviving this hell would be pretty slim. There is, however, the other question." 
 
      
 
    "Which is?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Is she human?" Zanath stated. "She is humanoid, for sure. But she could be an AI, or even a non-human race that just looks human. She did seem pretty confused when we mentioned being humans." 
 
      
 
    "That confusion could have been from not knowing other humans got into this world. We were surprised to see her aswell. But you are right, we shouldn't overlook the possibility that she is not human. Or not from the real world if she is. We still need to make contact regardless" 
 
      
 
    "She doesn't know we saw her right?" Zanath asked. "What roof is she on? While she is watching Kaden, I can sneak out the back door and climb up to her roof." He stated. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded. "That may be our only bet. If she escapes don't waste too much time chasing her, we do not have time to spare we need to get a cure for this poison. We escape this game together or not at all, we need to make sure Estell lives before we look for an exit." 
 
      
 
    Zanath nodded "Agreed." 
 
      
 
    "She is on our side of the street, third building down. On the roof. I'll turn visible and pretend to be doing stuff." Kaden answered. And with that Zanath nodded and slipped out the back door. 
 
      
 
    "Estell." Mendelen started. When she looked up at him he continued. "If your condition worsens at all, you must tell us immediately so we can abandon this and move on. I know you prefer to be tough and act okay, but now is not the time." 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Estellese replied. "Thank you." 
 
      
 
    Kaden was unsure of what to do, so he just started making a random tower of whatever trash and objects he found on the street around his feet. he figured that would confuse the girl and keep her attention focused on him. He smirked a little as he thought about how this would likely also lead to her jotting down some amusing notes in her confusion. The next few minutes felt like forever as he waited for Zanath to make contact. 
 
      
 
    Zanath was moving very slowly to ensure that he did not make a sound as he climbed up the building. Finally reaching the top he peeked his head over the edge to see the girl looking down at Kaden. It definitely was the same girl. He quietly climbed onto the roof and moved a little closer, keeping about fifteen feet of space between them. He then raised his hands above his head to not appear threatening and spoke. "Hey." He started. "We come in peace." Getting out the most important statement first. 
 
      
 
    The girl yelped and jumped in surprise, spinning around to face Zanath and grabbing her bow in a flash. This time, Zanath did not touch his bow and instead spoke again "I do not want to fight. Just talk. None of us want to fight." He said. "I am sorry, for what I did last time." 
 
      
 
    The girl stared at him for a moment, she did not move and kept her bow in hand, but she did not grab for an arrow just yet. It was at this moment that Zanath realized something. It was very possible the girl did not speak English. "I am a Friend. Friendly. Nice." He said as he slowly sat down, trying to show that he was not here to fight. But still no response, she did not budge. "I am not a monster. No monster. I am human." 
 
      
 
    As he claimed to not be a monster she frowned, and glared back at him. "What are you trying to pull?" She questioned. 
 
      
 
    "You speak English!" Zanath let out a sigh of relief. "We are not trying to pull anything, we just want to talk to you." 
 
      
 
    "You are lying." The girl countered. 
 
      
 
    "No we are not. We only want to talk." Zanath replied. "I promise." 
 
      
 
    "You said you are not a monster. You lied." The girl shot back. "Get out of here." 
 
      
 
    "We are not monsters! We are human, we are all human." Zanath countered. 
 
      
 
    The girl glared at him, in a mocking tone and with her voice dripping in sarcasm said "I'm not a monster, I'm just the freaking boogy man. We come in peace! We only slaughtered every living thing we encountered since we arrived!" She then frowned and turned dead serious. "Your friend said it pretty clearly, can't say you come in peace when you're covered in the blood of all the creatures you killed." 
 
      
 
    "Whoa, wait. That was self defense, we only killed them because we had to." Zanath answered. "And we are NOT monsters, we are human. Humans are not monsters. I get the feeling you are not human, are you?" 
 
      
 
    "Not all of those were self defense. You invaded the home of several creatures, killed them all and took their treasures. I watched" The girl stated. "And humans are monsters, you are no different from the goblins you just killed moments ago. Goblins which were not even attacking you. And no, I am not human, you have proven to be barbaric and uncivilized, I would be ashamed to be one of your kind." 
 
      
 
    "We needed that stuff to survive. And humans are civilized, we are from the real world and we are the most civilized species on the planet." Zanath replied. "How long have you been watching us?" 
 
      
 
    "So humans are willing to kill other creatures, who had done them no harm, in order to further the survival of their own species? Such a selfish race." The girl stated, letting go of her bow to jot down more notes. "So you come from another world? I guess I was mistaken in calling you monsters." 
 
      
 
    "We didn't want to kill them, really, we had to. And yes, we come from the real world. Thank you. You did not answer my question though." Zanath said. 
 
      
 
    "You never have to kill." Her words were sharper and more firm than ever. "If you really do come from another world, then you are not monsters, you are aliens. Then again, aliens could also be monsters… But I guess alien is more technically correct for documentation sake" She crossed out something near the top of the first page in her notebook and wrote in something else, no doubt exchanging 'monster' for 'alien'. She then resumed talking "I've been tailing you since the moment you appeared, I noticed a strange flash of light inside a building and went to check it out. I saw your black haired friend in there, through a window. Then the rest of you appeared. I have followed you since." 
 
      
 
    "We are not aliens either, we are human. But I give up call us whatever you like." Zanath stated. "What race are you? And where can we find a human city? Or, rather…" He looked around "A human city with living humans in it, not this place." 
 
      
 
    "The race 'human' is an alien race. As per your own description. You came from another planet, which you have apparently named 'the real world' which I must say is a stupid name for a planet considering there are many planets in existence and they are all real. But regardless, that is your own description of yourself and that makes you an alien." She stated. 
 
      
 
    "Okay. I will admit, that makes sense. But that implies that humans do not exist in this world." Zanath interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "I was about to say that." The girl spoke. "If you want a human civilization go back to your home planet. I am an elf, we have lived on this world for thousands of years and we have explored the entire planet. Up until you guys spotted me yesterday you were identified as short-eared elves. I only refer to you as humans because that is what you called yourselves. Nobody on this world knows what a human is. This notebook, I am filling out information to add humans to the monster encyclopedia. But… You say this city is a human city?" She asked, looking very curious. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, that explains everything." Zanath stated. "Yes this city is a human city, it is an exact copy of Oline city, a city from the real world. Only, in the real world there is other cities on its borders not an open field. And, the issue of returning to the real world to go back to human civilization, that is why we needed to talk to you. We don't know how." 
 
      
 
    The girl seemed fascinated with his information on the city, and flipped to a blank page as she began writing incredibly fast. "So this is a human city, from the human planet called the 'real world', is the technology here human technology?" She asked, ignoring his other statement. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, it is. It is not working in the city's current state of abandonment, but it is all human technology." Zanath replied. 
 
      
 
    "How can a civilization have such advanced technology, yet be so uncivilized?" She commented. "How does it work? The technology? This city has existed since the beginning of time, but has always been completely abandoned and has never decayed, well until recently when the goblins found it. But there has never been any explanation for how it got here. We suspected dwarves or fairies, but they are just as confused by it and nobody understands the technology here. Over the centuries we have deciphered some of the technology, but other parts of it continue to elude us." She reached into her pocket and pulled out a light bulb and held it up. "This, what is it? How does it work. What does it do? These are everywhere in all sorts of shapes and sizes. Why is there so many?" She was so curious and so absorbed in trying to get answers to all of her questions that she was asking them too quickly for him to actually answer before she moved on to the next question. But she finally stopped and waited for a response. 
 
      
 
    "We are civilized…" Zanath sighed quietly. Obviously he was not going to change her opinion on that "That is a light bulb. When it is turned on it emits a light, we usually turn them on at night so it does not get too dark." 
 
      
 
    "Like a candle but with no flame?" The girl interrupted. "How does it work?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, exactly. And we often have a lot of them all connected to a switch, so we can light up an entire large area with the flip of one switch." Zanath said. "It works with electricity. Lightning, from storms, the lightning goes in through the bottom part. Well not real lightning because that much power would make the bulb explode, but we create small amounts of lightning in other machines, and transport it through these wires, the things that look like strings connecting everything, and the wires eventually connect to the bulbs. This small amount of lightning, which we call electricity, is what makes almost all human technology work. Well, it is much more complicated than that, but if I went into the complicated details you likely would not understand it since your race does not have the technology. That is the simple explanation." 
 
      
 
    She put the lightbulb down for a moment and hurriedly wrote down more on her notebook, once done she picked it back up and held it by the bottom part and seemed to focus. A bolt of electricity shot down her arm, down her hand, down her fingers, and into the light bulb. For a brief moment it lit up, but then the bulb shattered and went out. The girl shouted in pain and surprise as several shards of glass stabbed into her and she dropped what remained of the bulb. 
 
      
 
    "Are you okay? I said it would explode if too much was put in." Zanath said quickly as he moved to stand up. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he started to move the girl grabbed her bow again, "Don't move!" Once Zanath sat back down she let go of her bow and began pulling out the shards of glass. Silently watching him, once the glass was removed she hovered her hand over the cuts and her hand emitted a green glow and the cuts rapidly healed. They were tiny cuts, and within a few seconds she was healed. 
 
      
 
    "You have healing powers. We need your help, we have one wounded person and one poisoned person down there." Zanath said. 
 
      
 
    The girl shook her head. "Go back to your home planet if you need help. If there is one thing I learned from you all is that humans are dangerous and not trustworthy. I will not heal your friends." 
 
      
 
    "I told you the light would explode if it received too much energy." Zanath countered. 
 
      
 
    "I wasn't talking about the light. You were upfront and honest with that, and what you said worked. It turned on for a brief moment and it did make light. The information you gave me will no doubt help the elves figure out this human technology so we can use it ourselves. I am very thankful for that. But that does not excuse your murdering spree. You are not to be trusted." She stated. 
 
      
 
    "We can't go back to the real world. That is why we needed to talk to you so badly. We need your help getting back, really since we got here all we have wanted was to go back." Zanath said. 
 
      
 
    "You teleported here, didn't you? Why not go back the same way you came, teleport, I do not know how you did that, we elves have not left our own planet before. I don't think any race has. I can't help you." The girl replied. 
 
      
 
    Zanath shook his head. "We did not teleport. This is a game, a fake world. Humans have a lot of these games in which fake worlds exist, but normally the human does not enter the world of the game. Each game tells a story, like a book, and the human presses buttons to make the story progress, and since it is interactive like that the human can change the outcome of the story a little bit. We do it for fun. But this human in the real world, he made a game unlike any other, it was supposed to make you feel like you really were in the fake game world, not just watching it but actually in it. Me and my friends went to play, and we ended up here. This is that fake game world, but we can't find the button to get out." 
 
      
 
    The girl scowled and glared at him. "I take offense to that human. I thought your reference to the real world was just an issue with stupid planet names, but you seriously think this world is fake? The elves have been here thousands of years, you have not even existed for more than a week and you claim you are real but we are not? This world is real, I am real, if anything here is not real, it is you, human. You have no place claiming our world, our home, and the things living here are fake." She scolded him. "I can not help you return to your world, and I have all the information I need for the encyclopedia. Goodbye human." She finished as she turned to leave. 
 
      
 
    "Wait!" Zanath called out, he went to stand but thought better of it and sat down again. "Take us to the elven city then. Our friend is poisoned and dying, and we need shelter. Please." 
 
      
 
    The girl shook her head. "No." She stated. "Humans are dangerous and are not to be trusted, I told you that. I am sorry, I may dislike you but I do not wish for any of you to come to harm or die, despite that I will not endanger the lives of my village by allowing dangerous and violent creatures to follow me home." 
 
      
 
    Zanath hesitated, trying to think of some way to make her stay. "I can help! I can teach your people about human technology, I know how a lot of this stuff works. I can teach the elves how to build these things and use human technology." 
 
      
 
    The girl hesitated, it was a good offer. But she shook her head again. "We will figure it out, you helped us enough, we don't need you." 
 
      
 
    "At least repay me for the help I have given you. Use your healing powers to cure my friend of poison and we will call it even." Zanath pleaded. 
 
      
 
    She hesitated again, "I'm sorry. I do not trust you, any of you. I have seen you kill too many creatures, when you did not need to. Self defense is one thing, seeking out fights and killing is murder no matter what you are killing. I will not allow a murderer near me, you are already far closer than I am comfortable with." She stated and resumed walking away. But she stopped and hesitated, then reached into her pocket and pulled out a potion. She placed the potion on the ground and resumed walking towards the edge of the roof. "If I had an antidote I would give it to you, but I don't. This is a standard healing potion. It will not cure poison, but it will heal the damage the poison has done to their body and buy them a few more hours. I am sorry, that's all I can give. The elves have scavenged this city and taken most of the valuables already. I doubt you will find anything else here, unless the goblins brought it from somewhere else or we missed something. But we don't miss much, the only areas we didn't loot were areas the dragon was in when we came. But it moves so we eventually got to almost everything." 
 
      
 
    Zanath sighed and looked at the potion. "Thank you, it's something at least. What is your name? I am Zanath, my friends are Kaden, Estellese, and Mendelen." She seemed friendly, she had hesitated when she decided not to help which made it obvious that part of her wanted to help, it showed that not helping was difficult for her. Zanath hoped that maybe, if he made her connection to the group a more personal one by giving her everyone's names, maybe it would be harder for her to leave them without help. 
 
      
 
    "Lillith." The girl replied. "Good luck." She added before she leapt down from the roof, and with superhuman speeds she bolted down the street in a south west direction. From the roof Zanath could see the city limit, where it turned into an open field. He quickly got up and rushed to the edge of the roof where he watched her run out of the city and off into the field, keeping that straight south-west direction the entire way. 
 
      
 
    Zanath picked up the potion she left behind once she was out of sight, then started climbing back down. 'She must be returning home. Which means, the elven settlement is outside the city in a south west direction. Thankfully, she didn't think to avoid my line of sight. The elves must not be used to dealing with intelligent creatures, based on the prevalence of goblins everywhere.' He thought. 
 
      
 
    As Zanath returned to the group he spotted Kaden in front of the store, still building something with random junk from the ground. "Kaden? The girl is gone, you can stop trying to distract her now." 
 
      
 
    "I know." Kaden replied. "I'm bored." 
 
      
 
    Zanath looked over what Kaden was building as he entered the pharmacy, upon a closer look he realized that Kaden had built a gravestone out of a tire, a stick, some cardboard, and duct tape. And in front of the grave, he was now arranging some old and stale cheerios into the words 
 
      
 
    "R.I.P. 
 
      
 
    Fluffy & Peggy 
 
      
 
    They will live on forever in our hearts and our exp points… 
 
      
 
    Do we have exp points?" 
 
      
 
    Zanath shook his head and sighed softly, then continued on his way into the building. Kaden followed him in a moment later but remained in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen hopefully looked up at Zanath when he heard the man enter, but then sighed quietly and lowered his head when he saw that Zanath was alone. "You were gone for a while, I was hoping you reached out to her." 
 
      
 
    "I sort of did." Zanath answered, then took a seat near Mendelen and Estellese. He took out the potion he was given and handed it to Estellese. "It is a normal healing potion, she said it will not cure poison, but it will repair the damage the poison has done to your body. Or in other words, it will delay the effects of the poison by a few more hours." He said. 
 
      
 
    Estellese shook her head and handed it back to Zanath. "Kaden is injured. He needs it. I'll hold out for an antidote, we must be close to finding one." She replied. 
 
      
 
    "Nope." Kaden responded. "Too busy mourning the death of my friends, Fluffy and Peggy, to drink a potion. Can't drink it now. You take it." He said, glancing back at the group with a concerned look on his face. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden…" Estellese replied. "You are seriously hurt." 
 
      
 
    "I had only just met them…" Kaden sobbed out, so incredibly over dramatically that it seemed more silly than sad. "But I know… I know we could have been friends… I will cherish our memories forever. Like that time they tried to kill me… Or that other time they tried to kill me… Or that other time… They also tried to kill me." He acted as if he didn't hear her. 
 
      
 
    "Estellese," Mendelen started. "you are also in critical condition, and we both know he is stubborn and won't take it. Just drink it." He said. He caught Kaden giving them another concerned look out of the corner of his eye, he felt like he was starting to understand Kaden a little better. Mendelen whispered to Estellese "I think he will take a potion once you are safe and not dying on us. Just a hunch. Please just drink it, we are all worried." 
 
      
 
    Estellese hesitated, but then took the potion and drank it. "Thank you. But I am concerned about him, I saw him when he killed the goblins. He is hurt a lot more than he is letting on." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen rested his hand on his own forehead and sighed in frustration, shaking his head a little. "I know." He murmured. "I'm trying my best to make the right decisions. But it is hard, especially when put on the spot like this." 
 
      
 
    "Exactly, we all agree. That's why we look to you as our leader." Zanath joined in. "There is a lot to discuss about my meeting with the girl, when we have time." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded and took a seat nearby. "We have five minutes before Estellese can move again, that enough time?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes." Zanath replied. 
 
      
 
    "Listen up Kaden! Zanath has important things to discuss." Mendelen called to Kaden, then gestured for Zanath to start. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, where to start. I was able to speak to her, she is not human. She is an Elf, however she does speak English. She has given me the information that humans do not exist, we are the first, this city has been a mystery to the creatures of this world. Apparently it's been here since the beginning of time and never decayed until recently. The elf saw us appear when we logged in and has been tracking us since. Documenting us in an encyclopedia as a new type of monster for, I would assume, her elven village. The elves must be primitive in their technology, she asked me to explain what a light bulb was. However she did say the elves had been researching the human technology, and that they had figured out some of it and now use it in their village. She does not know this is a video game, she believes this is the real world and was insulted when I said it was not real. So she can not help us log out. She had healing magic and I asked her to heal us, but she refused and she also refused to bring us to her village. Claiming that we were dangerous and untrustworthy. She was unhappy with us killing things. However, I watched her leave. She left this city, went out into the field, and traveled south west. I would bet the elven village is that way. She said the elves had already picked this city clean of resources, our best bet of finding an antidote would be going to the elven village. We won't find one in this city." Zanath explained. 
 
      
 
    Over the next five minutes he went into greater detail, mentioning how the girl was clearly feeling threatened by his presence, yet she had the kindness to stay and speak to him anyways. How she left him the potion for Estellese, and how he did not believe the elves were bad people, despite her refusing to help. And so on. Once Estellese was finally recovered they all stood up and prepared to leave. 
 
      
 
    "Alright. We head out of the city and travel south west." Mendelen stated. "We move as fast as we can, if we do not find this elven village by noon we will stop wherever we are and sleep for a couple hours. We are going on 24 hours without sleep, and while normally that wouldn't be a problem, we are also seriously pushing our bodies way beyond their limits here. We can't afford to lose sleep, if we are tired we will make mistakes and one mistake could mean the death of us all. Everyone good?" 
 
      
 
    "All good." The other three all replied almost in unison. 
 
      
 
    "Estellese, how well did the potion work?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "I still feel numb everywhere. But the pain is gone, the numbness is dulled, and I can breathe normally again." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Good. Keep me updated if anything changes." Mendelen stated. "Sunrise is coming soon, we need to get out of the city before the masses of goblins wake up again. Let's go" 
 
      
 
    The others nodded and agreed, and with that they rushed out of the building and in a south west direction. They had already been traveling in that direction for quite a while since leaving the dungeon so they were already very close to the city limits. They were slowed down by Estellese and Kaden's conditions, but despite that moved as quickly as their slowest members could go. It was a little past sunrise when they reached the city limits and crossed out into the hilly plains surrounding the city. It was all tall grass and hills as far as they could see, and that was not all they could see. Now that they had time to look around, and now that there was almost nothing obstructing their view, they could see things that were quite far away they saw how dangerous this world really was. They saw numerous minotaurs wandering the plains, they saw at least two dragons far off in the distance and they were unsure if those were two new dragons or if one of them was the same one that was in the city. There was giant spiders, giant wasps, slime creatures, hound-like creatures that they could tell were not normal animals, tribes of goblins traveling together. The city was relatively safe in comparison, there was not an overwhelming infestation of monsters out here like there was in the city, they could be easily navigated around, but the monsters out here were much scarier than simple goblins. 
 
      
 
    The fields were big and open, there was plenty of space to just not go near the other creatures. It made their journey longer having to stray off the straight path to avoid monsters, but they were slowly crossing the field. As they traveled they saw the mountains to the east fading away into the distance, and saw the ocean to the south coming into view. Along with that, another relatively small forest was directly south west of the city they had left, the forest was much closer than the ocean was, it was the halfway marker between the northern city and the southern ocean, but it was pushed off to the west so it was not directly between them. Like a random clump of trees in the middle of the plains. 
 
      
 
    "We are searching for Elves, so we should probably check the forest" Zanath stated. 
 
      
 
    "That's racist!" Kaden interrupted. When the others turned to him he shrugged. "That's all I have to add." 
 
      
 
    "Anyways. The forest is our best bet, all things considered." Zanath finished. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Estellese nodded and Estellese said "Sounds like a plan." 
 
      
 
    The group slightly altered their path to head more westward, it would be a few more hours before they finally entered the forest. Thankfully due to careful maneuvering, and using the tall grass as cover a few times they were able to reach the forest without trouble. Despite being smaller than the other forest they had found, this forest oddly looked like a dense jungle with vines, bushes, and other plant life growing all over the place. They traveled towards the center of the forest for an hour more, before they stopped in a small clearing. 
 
      
 
    "Estellese how are you feeling?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "I'm starting to have trouble breathing again, and the pain is back." Estellese replied, she tried speaking normally but anyone who listened closely enough could hear the pain in her voice. 
 
      
 
    "Alright. I don't want to stop, I really don't. But we need to stop and rest for at least an hour or two. Or we're going to end up too exhausted to defend ourselves." Mendelen stated. "It is almost noon. I will take watch, you guys try to get an hour or two of sleep in." He said. 
 
      
 
    The others nodded in agreement and started getting comfortable on the ground. "Estellese can I borrow your axe? I'm going to light us a campfire if I can." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Estellese passed her axe to Mendelen then laid down in the dirt. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen took the axe and walked over to the nearest tree, then he took a swing at the lowest thick branch to try and make a log out of it. His axe struck the branch and cut partway through it, then he heard this very loud, deep, and long growling noise echoing throughout the forest. He froze for a second, looking around to see if he could find out what made the noise. It stopped and the area became silent again. After a few moments, when he was sure it was gone, he lifted the axe and slammed it down into the branch again, cutting deeper and almost cutting it off this time. And right away that loud, deep, long growl echoed through the forest again, this time louder and sounding angrier than before. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked at the axe, and the tree branch, then pulled his axe out of the branch and took a step back. "Okay… Let's stop hitting the tree then." He murmured. "Zanath! Got anything to make a fire?" He called out. 
 
      
 
    "I still have that lighter I picked up in the city, before we got chased out by goblins the first time." Zanath replied. 
 
      
 
    "Great, I'll gather sticks and stuff from the ground and we can try lighting that instead." Mendelen replied. He gave the axe back to Estellese, then went off to gather a small pile of sticks, dry leaves, and anything that would burn. Once he had a small pile he turned to Zanath "Can you light it? It is not much, but it should hopefully warm you guys up and make it slightly less uncomfortable. At least for a little." He asked. 
 
      
 
    "No problem." Zanath replied. He took out the lighter and flicked it on, then lit the mini camp-fire in a few places so that the fire would grow and engulf the pile quicker. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly they all heard that loud and deep growl again, this time louder and angrier than ever. Moments after it was followed by another voice joining in the growling, and another, and another, and soon there was hundreds of them in every direction. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell is going on?" Estellese questioned as everyone started standing up as quickly as they could. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know." Mandores said quickly. But his eyes widened as he suddenly saw every single tree around them starting to move… Starting to stand up. Faces began appearing on the trees, they all uprooted themselves and stood, ready to fight. "No…." Mendelen let out breathlessly. The closest tree to them whipped out one of its branches, slamming the thick branch down on their tiny campfire. It smothered the campfire and put it out immediately. 
 
      
 
    "We just pissed off the entire forest. I don't think they like fire!" Kaden murmured in shock. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you captain obvious!" Estellese stated. 
 
      
 
    "We need to get out of the damn forest! They must all be ents." Mendelen shouted as he turned to run back out the way they came, but the ents had seen them enter the forest, they had already moved to completely block the way they came in. There was thousands of them, everywhere. 
 
      
 
    "They blocked the way, pick any other direction and run! We need to get out of here NOW! Follow me!" Mendelen called out as he lead the way towards the biggest clearing in the trees he could find. Everyone else ran after him and followed as closely as they could. The ents were slow, but they were massive and no doubt incredibly strong, not to mention their sheer numbers. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen stopped just in time for a massive branch to slam into the ground in front of him, and he changed directions to avoid it. The group followed right behind him, but Kaden and Estellese both had to duck to avoid being struck by another branch as another tree tried to knock them away from the group. They caught up and the four of them continued rushing towards any small clearings in the trees, trying to keep as much space between them and the ents as possible at all times. 
 
      
 
    "I don't suppose we can just climb a tree and escape like we did last time?" Kaden called out. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden now is not the time!" Zanath interrupted. They took a sharp turn to avoid a blockade of ents that was trying to catch them by walling them in, just barely slipping out through a gap in the wall of wood before the last ent could move into place. They were thankful for the creatures being incredibly slow. But as they bobbed and weaved through the trees towards the next clearing some of the smaller and faster moving branches lashed out and grabbed onto Mendelen. Yanking him to the ground as they tried moving to pin him down for the slower and bigger trees. 
 
      
 
    Estellese acted quickly, pushing through the pain she slammed her axe down on the smaller branches, with her strength she sliced right through them in one swing allowing Mendelen to push the severed parts of the branches off himself and get back up. But by then it was too late, the bigger ent had reached them and was about to slam a massive branch down onto him and Estellese. 
 
      
 
    Zanath swooped in and grabbed Mendelen, yanking him out of the way of the branch, while Kaden grabbed Estellese's arm and pulled her to safety. The other ents were closing in and there was no way they could hold up against the attacks from that many all at once. "Go! Go!" Mendelen called out, once he was on his feet he resumed running, making sure the others were keeping up, he spotted a clearing ahead of them that was much bigger than any of the previous clearings and hoped this was the way out of the forest. They were completely lost in all the commotion by now, they didn't know which way was out anymore. 
 
      
 
    As they rushed into the clearing, they saw that it was infact not the way out of the forest but instead was just one massive opening in the trees. Near the trees on the opposite side of the clearing they spotted a human shaped figure. It looked to be a tall man, and they ran straight for him. As they got closer they noticed that the man had long white hair and carried a bow on his back. He also seemed to be wearing a light set of plate armor. His long white hair was tied back in a ponytail, so unlike the blue haired girl from before his thinner and pointed elven ears could be seen. 
 
      
 
    "Hey! Help! They are after us!" Mendelen called out. 
 
      
 
    Once they were approximately thirty feet away from the man, suddenly a hail of arrows came raining down from the sky. Hundreds of arrows, aimed right at the four Alphas from all directions. The four of them froze and stopped running, all they could do was watch as the arrows came down. There was so many that dodging them all would be impossible. The arrows did not hit them, they instead landed all side by side in the ground forming a perfect circle around them. The circle gave them about five feet to move in any direction while remaining in the circle if they stood directly in the center. The arrows were fired from so incredibly far away, there was no possible way the archers who fired them could have seen their target, yet every arrow landed perfectly on target to form the circle. Once the circle was formed each arrow lit up and fired what looked like a small bolt of electricity towards the center where the Alphas were standing. All the bolts collided in the middle and disappeared except the ones that struck the humans. As the Alphas were struck by the bolts, they all collapsed to the ground and were paralyzed. 
 
      
 
    The man then looked at the ents, which were all rushing in to attack, moving as fast as the slow creatures could. He held up his hand as if signaling for them to stop. "Halt!" He called out. "They have crossed into our territory. They are ours to deal with now." 
 
      
 
    The ents stopped, but replied with a long and annoyed growl. 
 
      
 
    "They are in our land, that is the agreement. We protect each other but we do not interfere in each other's land. We will handle the intruders." The man firmly stated. 
 
      
 
    The ents let out their long growl again, then turned around and began walking back to where they were before. The man turned his attention to the humans and was about to speak when a girl's voice interrupted him. 
 
      
 
    "Did we capture them?" The voice asked. As she spoke the girl walked out from the trees behind where the man had been, alongside her was Lillith, the blue haired girl from before and two other elven bowmen. She seemed quite young, much like Lillith, and looked to be no older then her mid-teens. Where as the man looked to be in his thirties. She had long blonde hair and carried a sword rather than a bow. She was short and wore a full set of thin and light armor. She was different from all the other elves though, everything she wore, from her armor, to her clothes and sword, to the jewelry she had, was all very elegant and incredibly expensive looking. While the others seemed to just have rather plain armor and clothing, fancy, but plain. The blonde girl's sword, armor, and clothing had jewels, gold, and incredible designs all over. 
 
      
 
    The man looked over his shoulder at the woman and frowned. "Alicia, you shouldn't be here. This is a military matter." He stated. 
 
      
 
    "Adamus, last I checked I was in charge of everything, including the military." Alicia stated sternly. "You can't tell me what to do." 
 
      
 
    "These things are dangerous! You can't be here, you are in danger here. Especially not after what happened to your parents, the village needs you alive." Adamus argued. "Be the responsible adult you're supposed to be, don't needlessly put yourself in danger." 
 
      
 
    "I had to see for myself if these humans really existed." Alicia stated. "And news flash, I'm not an adult so I don't have to act like one. That's why I'm still the princess, not the queen. I don't need to take responsibility." She almost snapped back. "Plus, I brought my sword. So I'm not in danger." 
 
      
 
    Adamus frowned and gave her a stern look, but when she just gave him the stern look right back he sighed and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "We have wounded, and our friend is poisoned." Mendelen interrupted. "We only ask for help healing our friends, and safe passage out of the forest. We come in peace and will leave you alone." 
 
      
 
    Alicia turned to Lillith, ignoring Mendelen. "Are these those aliens you spoke of?" She asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    Lillith nodded quietly. "The exact same ones I was tracking." She answered. 
 
      
 
    Adamus looked down at Lillith with a disappointed expression on his face. "You lead them right to us. You didn't cover your tracks." 
 
      
 
    "Hey!" Lillith argued. "I am a healer, not a soldier. I'm not as good as the rest of you and I'm not used to these situations. It is not fair to expect me to think of that." 
 
      
 
    "That is why we have rules! Non-military elves are not to go that far from the village." Adamus firmly scolded. "You should know better." 
 
      
 
    "But A-" Lillith started, but then stopped and looked at Alicia. 
 
      
 
    "I know Alicia gave you permission to go. That doesn't matter, you still shouldn't have gone out there. It is dangerous. You can't-" Adamus stated. 
 
      
 
    "I am the ruler here" Alicia interrupted. "So my word is final." 
 
      
 
    Adamus gave Alicia a stern look again. "You can't let people break the rules just because they are your friends. The rules are in place for a reason, people can get-" 
 
      
 
    "Princess." Alicia interrupted again. "That means I can." 
 
      
 
    Adamus shot her a glare, then sighed and shook his head. "This should not be discussed in front of whatever those things are." He said as he gestured to the alphas, then turned to them. "Confiscate their weapons, bags, clothing, and anything else they have. Examine their things thoroughly. Put them in the prisoner's uniform and in a cell immediately. They are prisoners until we decide what to do with them. Let's go everyone." 
 
      
 
    - Next Chapter: Reality or Fiction? - 
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    ~~ Chapter 12: Reality or Fiction ~~ 
 
      
 
    Mendelen, Kaden, and Zanath awoke to find themselves locked in a cell together. Everything had been taken away, their clothes, their weapons, their items. They had been dressed in an elven prisoner uniform. A bright orange one piece jumper that was heavily weighed down with weights on the inside. The suit also had straps that wrapped loosely around the legs of the wearer. This gave them the space they needed to stand and take really tiny steps, but running or moving quickly would result in tripping on the straps. On top of that, the suit gave off that odd aura of energy just like the previous enchanted items, it was enchanted to make the wearer feel extremely weak and feeble. The prisoner's uniform made quick movement and fighting near impossible. 
 
      
 
    The three guys looked around. They could hear other people moving nearby, but walls separated the cells and they could not see their fellow prisoners. Oddly enough the ground under their feet was grass, not a stone floor. 
 
      
 
    "Where is Estellese?" Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "I do not know" Zanath replied. "She was with us when we were knocked out and taken in, but she was gone when I woke up." 
 
      
 
    "The ground here is grass." Kaden pointed out. "We can dig our way out and find her" he said as he immediately started digging. But as soon as he started to dig he heard a voice from somewhere down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    "Stop Digging!" The voice called out. 
 
      
 
    "Okay! Stopping immediately!" Kaden called back as he continued digging away as fast as he could. 
 
      
 
    There was a sigh from down the hall, and the voice called out to them again. "You didn't stop. Stop it now." 
 
      
 
    "Yes I did, no worries!" Kaden answered, but resumed digging. 
 
      
 
    Footsteps approached and within a few seconds Adamus was standing in front of the group again, this time wearing a fancy white shirt and pants instead of his suit of armor. His long white hair was let down and his arms were crossed with an irritated expression on his face as he glared at the three guys. He held up his hand with the back of his hand facing the guys, showing a ring on his finger. This ring looked almost exactly like the magic one Estellese had that they never figured out the purpose of, only Adamus's ring was different. Where Estellese's was just a flat surface, Adamus's was a flat surface that had a carving of a rose on it. "Stop digging. I can feel everything you are doing with my signet skill. And I never take the ring off." 
 
      
 
    "Signet skill?" Mendelen asked. "What is a signet skill?" 
 
      
 
    Adamus frowned a little. "You do not know what a signet skill is? The female in your group had an unactivated signet ring on her." He questioned, giving them an odd look. "These signet rings, like the one the female had, are magic rings. Invented by the fairies, these rings will read and learn everything about you while you wear them. Your past, future, personality, fighting style, future career, everything. Then the rings will create one magical ability that suits you, based on what it learned. These powers are unique to the wearer, nobody in the world can have the same power. Similar, maybe, but never the same. Obviously, wearing more than one is pointless since they'd all give you the same power. Mine allows me to connect with nature, specifically plantlife. I can feel everything that happens to any plant life within a one mile radius of myself, and can extend it much further if I focus on it. I can also see through the plant life within that radius if I focus on it. This grass under your feet? I can feel every move you make and I can look through it to see you at any given time." He stated firmly. "And don't try digging out, we are not stupid human, there is a cement floor underneath the grass. Plus if you left the cell I'd feel your footsteps on the grass outside and would instantly know where you are." 
 
      
 
    Kaden hesitated a little, then re-buried the hole he had been digging. That plan surely was not going to work. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen stumbled onto his feet, the restraining prisoner uniform making getting up difficult. "Where is Estellese? Our fourth member." He asked. 
 
      
 
    "Gone." Adamus replied. When he noticed the expression on the three humans suddenly snap into a deadly serious glare at him he took a step away from the prison bars. "The documentation on your species mentioned her being the most powerful out of the group, and also the most likely to start a fight. Her being poisoned when we captured you was a very convenient way to swiftly take care of that problem before it had time to become a problem." 
 
      
 
    "Bring her here, now." Mendelen nearly growled at him. 
 
      
 
    Adamus shook his head. "Can't do that now." He replied. "You should be more worried about yourselves. I am still deciding on whether or not you three are to be executed for the safety of the village. Her fate was already decided hours ago, yours still remains undecided." 
 
      
 
    "If you hurt her you are as good as dead" Kaden snapped back at him. 
 
      
 
    Adamus gave him an annoyed expression. "I am a soldier, human, not just any soldier but the one in charge of the entire Elven military. That basilisk that nearly killed you all is nothing, I face creatures hundreds of times more powerful nearly every day and I do not need four people to bring them down. You couldn't even touch me." 
 
      
 
    "If you are so high and mighty, then why consider us a threat? Why bother locking us up?" Zanath countered. 
 
      
 
    "You threaten the civilians, human. Not me. I am not always here to protect them." Adamus countered. "And understand, I do not want to kill any of you. I'm not some bloodthirsty monster. Anyone with a sense of religion or morality should know, peace before all else, save a life instead of ending one, do not fight unless forced to fight. However an alien creature deemed to be extremely violent and dangerous showing up on our doorstep while we are in the middle of a war makes me question your allegiance and question if it is safe to even allow you to leave with the knowledge of where our village is. Those are the exact traits of our foes, extremely violent and dangerous creatures from another world, you could be allied with them or tempted to join creatures that are similar to your own kind." 
 
      
 
    "What are you fighting against?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "Demons." Admar stated flatly. 
 
      
 
    "You think we are similar to demons?" Mendelen questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Very similar, only less monstrous in appearance." Adamus stated. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "Some humans are, not all humans. And not us. Just like I would presume some elves, not all just some, share traits similar to demons." He said, taking a bold move to try implying that elves are no different. 
 
      
 
    Adamus watched Mendelen for a moment, but did not say anything. As if studying him, thinking about what he said. 
 
      
 
    "Back to the topic at hand. Where is our friend Estellese?" Mendelen asked. "You do not seem like a bad person, so you would not have harmed her, right? She's just in a different cell?" 
 
      
 
    Adamus hesitated, thinking his action through. He placed his hand on the lock to their jail cell. His hand emitted a gray-ish glow and the lock clicked. With it unlocked Adamus walked into the cell with them then closed and magically locked the door behind him, locking himself in the cell with the three alphas. He stared back at Mendelen, straight into his eyes. "I killed her." 
 
      
 
    The second the words left his mouth Kaden slammed his fist into the side of the man's head. Mendelen had also been about to punch him, but Kaden got to it first. At a loss for words, Kaden sprinted after Adamus to strike him again and screamed "you sonofa-" But he was stopped when Mendelen grabbed his shoulder to hold him back. Kaden shot a glare back at Mendelen, but stopped. 
 
      
 
    Adamus stumbled back from the blow, he was shocked the man could move so fast with the prisoner uniform on, but he did not attempt to fight back. "I eliminated the threat to my village. So what will you do? Kill me for protecting my people? You claim your previous acts of violence were okay because they were to protect your friends. Mine is for the same reason. Is that enough reason to kill me?" He questioned and watched them closely. 
 
      
 
    "No." Mendelen answered. "While I will not apologize for my friend hitting you, that and worse was merited, but no, killing you when you were only protecting your loved ones would not be morally right." He stated. He glanced at Kaden, who was clenching his fist and seemed ready to beat this elf to death. Mendelen tightened his grip on Kaden's shoulder to silently tell him to relax. 
 
      
 
    Adamus listened and waited for them to finish. "I will admit, I deserved the smack on the head." He said. He turned and unlocked the prison door and walked out of the cell, then left it open as he walked down the hallway. "Come. I will bring you to your friend, she is being taken care of in the infirmary." 
 
      
 
    "She is alive?" Kaden questioned as the three guys followed Adamus out of the cell. 
 
      
 
    "Yes. I lied to see what you would do. If you would forgive my supposed actions, when they were for the protection of my loved ones, then I should forgive yours." Adamus answered. He lead them into a side room where their clothes were and unlocked their prison uniforms so they could change back into their old clothes. 
 
      
 
    Kaden frowned a bit and looked down. He was glad Estellese was alive but irritated that the man had pulled such a trick. 
 
      
 
    "We have many questions to ask." Mendelen said. "They do not need to be asked now, and we do not intend to take information and offer nothing in return. We offer our assistance in any way we can help." 
 
      
 
    Adamus nodded. "I'll answer your questions or direct you to people as best as I can. But I can not promise answers to everything. Especially since your race appears more technologically advanced than ours." 
 
      
 
    "Well. We have one big question that I doubt you can answer but I have to ask. If you can not answer that, then we will need to know as much about this world as possible. Everything here, the creatures, the land, the magic, it is all completely foreign to us." 
 
      
 
    "You have no magic in your world?" Adamus asked. "What skill do you have? Incredible speed or strength?" 
 
      
 
    "Neither. Average speed and strength. We are intelligent, but it would appear that you elves are equally as intelligent." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "Saying average strength and speed in a world where humans do not exist is meaningless, considering what we call 'average' is based on human skills" Zanath pointed out. "Average untrained human running speed is twelve miles per hour. And on average can lift at most about a hundred twenty five pounds." 
 
      
 
    "How did you survive out there without any magic or special skills? By your analysis, you are about as powerful as a non-combat elven civilian." Adamus replied. 
 
      
 
    "Luck." Mendelen answered "a lot of luck, and teamwork. We protect each other no matter what the risk." 
 
      
 
    Adamus nodded "I see. It would seem like asking for your assistance driving back the demons would not be possible then. Ah well, you can help in other ways I'm sure." 
 
      
 
    "We will gladly help with the demons" Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    Adamus shook his head "You can't. Even a lesser demon, the weakest of them all, could take you all down in an instant. They can run approximately 25 miles per hour, lift a thousand pounds, are equally as intelligent and technologically advanced as us, and have a complete mastery of one element of magic. Typically fire, ice, or black Aether. And those are the bottom of the barrel weakest demons in existence. Their ranks go all the way up to Abyssal demons, titans the size of towers with ungodly speed, strength, intelligence, mastery of all three of the mentioned elements and a fourth Psychic element, with the ability to summon hordes of other demons to its aid." Adamus explained "in this world, that basilisk was just a guppy compared to the real monsters out there." 
 
      
 
    "How the heck do you take out something that powerful?" Kaden questioned. 
 
      
 
    "With an army." Adamus replied. "And even with that we have yet to take one down without heavy casualties. Thankfully those creatures are trapped in the underworld, with all the other demons. Some can escape into our world through rifts that have opened, but very few rifts are big enough for an Abyssal demon to fit through. The ones that are big enough, we have locked down under heavy security at all times." 
 
      
 
    "Why not close the rifts?" Zanath asked. "Or is that not possible?" 
 
      
 
    "We have tried, and have sent our best mages to do it. But we can not figure out a way to close them." Adamus replied. "We assume there is a way, our mages were able to shrink the portals by striking them with Aether spells, both black and white Aether worked, but only by a very tiny amount. 
 
      
 
    Zanath nodded a little and became silent, as he often did while thinking about something. 
 
      
 
    The group stepped out of the prison and into the village, the houses here were all stone and medieval looking and there were elves roaming the streets everywhere. The three humans were catching odd looks every once in awhile, clearly the majority of the village had not yet seen the report about them. "Are they the snow elves from Tiraka village?" A small group of villagers they passed by asked. "No no, they can't be elves. Their ears look more like that of a dwarf." Another said. "But they are by far too tall to be dwarves! They are taller than some of us." The first interjected. 
 
      
 
    The group followed Adamus to a large building lit by candles and walked inside. Inside they were greeted by a short woman with long blonde hair. She wore a long green dress and held a staff in her hand, the staff appeared to be metal with a type of crystal on the top end that made it almost look like a spear. She had a thin but very curvy body type, and appeared to be in her twenties. Although her demeanor was that of someone much older and wiser, quite similar to the way that Adamus looked significantly younger than he really was. 
 
      
 
    "Cora." Adamus greeted. "These are the other three humans, I believe they have also sustained injuries in their travels. Correct?" He turned to Mendelen. 
 
      
 
    "Just Kaden." Mendelen said as he gestured to his friend. "The rest of us used potions. There wasn't enough for everyone." 
 
      
 
    Cora smiled a little and nodded. "Alright. I hope you three are as entertaining as your friend. She is a character, especially when angry." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Kaden chuckled softly at the comment, then Adamus spoke up. "Humans, this is Cora, the head healer of the town. The best of the best when it comes to any and all nature-element based magic, not including the fairies." 
 
      
 
    "You can't include the fairies in any magical competition though. That would just be unfair." Cora commented. 
 
      
 
    Adamus nodded "I have reports to file and work to do. I will be sending some body guards to watch over the humans." 
 
      
 
    Cora chuckled softly. "It is not necessary, I can handle them. Plus Alicia is here if anything goes wrong." 
 
      
 
    "That is precisely why I am sending bodyguards. To ensure Alicia's safety. I know you can handle yourself." Adamus countered. 
 
      
 
    Cora placed a hand on Adamus's shoulder, "Hon, Alicia is fine. She does not need protection." She stated in a tone that seemed like an adult telling a child to not be afraid of the boogeyman. 
 
      
 
    "She is still just a child, she is only sixteen and still doesn't realize that she is not unstoppable. She doesn't have enough experience, or knowledge of the world and its dangers." Adamus stated. 
 
      
 
    Cora shook her head. "Almost all teenagers believe they are unstoppable Adamus, that is normal. But Alicia is being smart and responsible about this whole thing, and we know she is a decently good fighter." 
 
      
 
    "She is not being responsible!" Adamus interjected, but then realized he had raised his tone and promptly lowered it again. "She showed up while I was capturing the humans. That was a dangerous situation, we didn't know anything about them." 
 
      
 
    Cora shook her head. "She showed up fully geared up in armor, with a weapon, ready to defend herself if need be. AND she took two body guards with her. Three if you count Lillith who, while she is not a fighter, is still a good shot Adamus. Should she have been there? That's up to personal opinion, foreign affairs is a job for the royalty, not the military. So I think she should have been there, but I also fully understand your reasoning for trying to keep her safe. Regardless, you can't say she was irresponsible about it, you owe her an apology for that." She scolded. 
 
      
 
    Adamus opened his mouth to speak, but didn't. He paused a moment then started to speak again. "I can't argue that, I will apologize when I get the chance. But understand where I am coming from, it is my job to keep her safe. I have to worry about these things, her parents died because I didn't worry enough. I didn't use enough safety precautions, that is my fault." 
 
      
 
    "And now you are worrying too much and keeping too tight of a grip on her." Cora stated. "And it was not your fault, nobody is at fault for that. Although I think this conversation has gone on long enough, the humans are looking quite confused and probably feel like that awkward third wheel watching a friend's family argue." She chuckled softly and gave the three alphas an apologetic smile. "They are not dangerous. While healing the female I scanned her as well. Their bodies are pretty much exactly the same as ours, only their lifespan seems to be about one tenth of ours, just a little taller and without the pointy ears. Surprisingly, they appear to be the missing race in the demons. If you remember, there are demons of each race in the world and there was one race of demon that did not match any other. It matches the humans." 
 
      
 
    Adamus sighed softly, and nodded at the mention of the conversation going on for too long. Although he looked interested when she spoke about the demons. "Good observation Cora. Lillith also mentioned in her report that the abandoned village was a human village. So they do have some sort of presence in the history of the world. Somewhere." 
 
      
 
    "There is also the legend of the boy and his dog." Cora pointed out. "It isn't just a fairy tail, many people claim to have seen him over the last several years. He called himself human as well." 
 
      
 
    "That is definitely a myth, or some boy playing a prank that coincidentally called himself human." Adamus replied. "The boy also claimed to be the son of god." 
 
      
 
    "Well, the myth states that he claimed his father created the world. He didn't claim to be the son of god. But I guess that is being nitpicky since they are similar enough to mean the same thing. Anyways, good luck with your work." Cora stated, not so subtly stating that he had talked enough now. 
 
      
 
    Adamus finally took the hint. "Alright, I will trust you with keeping an eye on the humans. And Alicia." He said as he turned to leave. 
 
      
 
    "Alicia can keep an eye on herself Adamus!" Cora called back to him, then turned to the humans. "I am sorry, that man would just talk us to death if given the chance. If I wasn't over a hundred years older than him I woulda thought he liked me or something." 
 
      
 
    "Does he?" Kaden asked out of curiosity. 
 
      
 
    "No." Cora replied simply. "Now what is wrong with you?" 
 
      
 
    "I was struck in the torso by a giant snake, and slammed into a wall. I believe I have injured my head and torso." Kaden answered. 
 
      
 
    Cora nodded, then placed her hand on Kaden's shoulder and focused. "Don't move. I am manipulating your skin and bones and everything else inside you, moving will make that difficult for me." She stated as her hand began to emit a green glow. She closed her eyes for a moment and focused, then said "You took quite a blow to the head. I can fix your skull, but I am not a psychic, I can't fix any brain damage. If there was any brain damage caused by the blow, I wouldn't know. You also broke your ribs and bruised up your body." She said. Then Kaden suddenly could feel his bones moving around inside of his own body, he felt his ribs piecing themselves back together and then rapidly regenerating until they were back in one solid piece again. He gasped and tensed, biting his lip as he tried not to squirm at the sudden, scary and bizarre sensation. Eventually it ended and he felt the same thing in his skull. Within about twenty seconds the pain was gone and he felt in perfect condition again. 
 
      
 
    Cora took her hand off his shoulder. "Done." She said. "Good as new." 
 
      
 
    "Really? That fast?" Kaden asked in shock. 
 
      
 
    "It is magic, and I have achieved a mastery of it. Unlike potions which only speed up the body's natural regeneration, I am skilled in nature magic. I can bend and alter any part of nature to my whim. Your body, is a part of nature. I could make you grow a third arm if I wanted to. Ooor." She said before placing her hand on Kaden's head, and within a second his hair turned from black to pink. "Change your natural hair color. Or whatever I felt like doing." She laughed lightly. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Zanath couldn't help but to laugh at the sudden change in Kaden's hair. 
 
      
 
    Overhearing all the commotion Estellese and Alicia walked out of the back room, Estellese had already changed back into her old clothes. Upon seeing Kaden's hair Estellese also burst out laughing. "Oh god, please tell me that is permanent." She laughed. 
 
      
 
    "Please kill me now." Kaden sighed. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, Estellese, unlike your own hair I changed his natural hair color to pink, it would always grow back pink if I don't change it back." Cora replied. 
 
      
 
    "Wait mine isn't natural?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, your hair is dyed pink. It is naturally brown." Cora said. "I can make it naturally pink if you would like me to." 
 
      
 
    "Yes please." Estellese replied. And with that Cora walked over and placed a hand on Estellese's head to adjust her natural hair color. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked puzzled and concerned. "That means someone dyed our hair, for those of us who changed our natural color, before they sent us into this g-" He stopped before saying game. "This world." He did not want to offend the elves. 
 
      
 
    "Me too please." Zanath spoke up. To which Cora nodded and made her way over to him to permanently change his hair color so it would grow back the same color of white it currently was, then she changed Kaden's back to his normal black color. 
 
      
 
    Alicia had been patiently waiting for everyone to finish, and once the conversation died down she finally spoke up. "Humans, we have things to discuss. For starters I would like to set up a peace treaty between the humans and elves. Not an alliance mind you, but some agreement that we will not try to kill each other. I would also like someone to meet with the scientists of this village and begin explaining human technology. I would only need your leader to set up the treaty." 
 
      
 
    "I can come with you to set up a peace treaty, although we do not have a leader." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "And I do not mind meeting the scientist." Zanath offered. "I am, no offense guys, probably much more knowledgeable in human technology than any of them combined." 
 
      
 
    "No offense taken" Mendelen laughed. "You are as close to a scientist as we have right now" 
 
      
 
    "Good." Alicia replied. "After the peace treaty, I will return your belongings to you and direct you to the inn. I will arrange for them to give you a room for four days, but if you plan to stay any longer then that you will have to pay for the rooms yourselves. The other two can do whatever you want. I presume, since you come from civilization, that you understand basic laws of civilization correct?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "No stealing, no hurting or killing people, be respectful to others in general. Those laws?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah pretty much." Alicia answered. "Just be civilized, I do not want to have to kick you out so soon. The two who are assisting me, come." She then turned and left the building, with Mendelen and Zanath following along behind her. 
 
      
 
    Cora turned to Kaden and Estellese, "So what will you two be doing?" 
 
      
 
    "I would like to know about magic." Estellese asked. "How does it work? How do you use it? I had a fireball spell book I had been reading, but I could not quite get it to work." 
 
      
 
    Cora smiled a little. "It is simple, magic is all about energy. You have energy inside of your body, in order to use magic you take that energy out of your body, convert it into a magical element, and then make the element do what you want. This, of course, uses up your body's energy. Using powerful spells or many spells is exhausting. It's worse if you use magic in combat, because you are also running, dodging, hitting things and all that, those things all use up your energy too, add magic into the mix and you can run out of energy fast if you're not careful." 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded a little. "There is no mana, or special energy used for magic?" 
 
      
 
    "No there is not, it uses your body's natural energy, same energy your body uses to make itself function and do things. Anyone can use magic. However, if you can not read learning it will be nearly impossible. You can learn magic through pure trial and error, but it is so difficult almost nobody can, excluding the fairies who invented magic but it is hard even for them. The normal way to learn is from a book, which are written by the fairies, that or from a teacher. Beyond that, there is two ways to learn magic. Spells and elemental control. Your fireball book is an example of a spell, if you learn that you will be able to throw fireballs. That is it. With full elemental control over fire, you could throw a fireball, you could control it making it chase your target down, you could make it explode, you could make it turn into a little fire man and have it dance around the battlefield." She explained 
 
      
 
    "Why would you want a spell if full control can do all that?" Estellese asked 
 
      
 
    "Spells take less energy to use, are easier and quicker to learn, and you can learn multiple element spells. Mastering a full element takes a very long time, while mastering a spell could take just a couple days. Also when you master an element, it makes learning other elements harder, because the ways the elements work all conflict with each other. It is like learning to write right handed, then trying to do it left handed. Then trying to do it with your foot. It is not impossible, but each element gets drastically harder to learn and takes longer and longer. Where as spells, they do not conflict, you can learn spells of many elements and be fine. Spells tend to be more useful for those who are not only mages, people who mix magic and melee or range. Whereas elemental control tends to be better for people who use only magic. But, that is just a preference." She said. 
 
      
 
    "Now there is 13 known elements of magic, 17 if you include sub-elements since some elements like Aether or Mental are so big they are divided into sub-elements. These elements cover everything from fire and water, to ice and metal, to empathy and psychic which are two of the three mental sub-elements. These elements also all have 3 categories. Normal magic which encompasses about 95% of all spells, it is the magic I explained to you before, it uses your energy. Then there is will magic, spells that are so small and simple that they don't really require any energy to use. Like making a tiny spark of flames. It is useful for things like starting a campfire and stuff. Then there is blood magic, blood magic spells are the strongest spells possible but the use of blood magic is taboo and is frowned upon." 
 
      
 
    "Why is that?" Kaden asked. 
 
      
 
    "Every spell you cast needs energy. Blood magic can be any element, but the spells are so incredibly powerful that they require more than just energy. It requires your blood. Every single time you use a blood magic spell it will wound you, the wound will be equivalent to the spell's power. But these are not normal wounds, no amount of potions or healing spells can ever heal a wound caused by blood magic. These wounds will, eventually, heal on their own but if you use blood magic more than like, one spell every few months, you are basically causing yourself a slow and painful death. Blood magic wounds can range from stab wounds similar to being stabbed with a small knife, to loss of limbs, to instant death." 
 
      
 
    "Why would anyone want to use blood magic if it injured themselves this badly?" Estellese asked 
 
      
 
    "Because blood magic is so powerful it can't even compare to normal magic. With normal fire magic a master of the element could make an explosion big enough to level a house. It would probably knock them out from the massive amount of energy it would take, but normal magic can do that. Now imagine how powerful a spell would need to be to use up so much energy it disintegrated the arm you casted it with. Or not just an arm but your entire body. These spells are beyond powerful, but the cost for using them is steep. Blood magic is not unheard of, it is just rare. I personally have one blood magic spell I save for an emergency. Not a high tier one, but even the lowest tier blood magic spells are dangerously powerful." 
 
      
 
    "Where can I learn magic?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "We sell magic books in the store. However you can also find entry level spell books in the library for free. Just don't expect to find anything too special in the library, anything beyond simple fireballs and such would be sold in stores." Cora replied. "I can show you the library and the store. However I suspect you will have no money until you get your things back." 
 
      
 
    "That would be very much appreciated." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Alright then! Follow me." Cora chirped before leading the way out into the village. As they followed Cora out into the village Kaden lagged behind a little and looked around at the people living there. He observed them, while Estellese remained close to Cora and just followed. It looked like any other small crowded city in the real world, just with different buildings and clothing on the people in it. Elves rushed off to their jobs, children ran around playing games, some children got yelled at for not being in school, neighbors and friends were chatting in the yards and Kaden caught snippets of the conversations. They were real conversations. After a little Kaden tugged on Estellese's arm and pulled her back a little so she also lagged behind with him. 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" Estellese quietly asked. 
 
      
 
    "These elves." Kaden whispered. "This is just a game right? They are all AI aren't they? Why do they all seem so… Alive. So self-aware. I do not understand, making an AI or an NPC… interactive… It shouldn't be possible. They seem just as self-aware and alive as you and I, it is impossible for an artificial intelligence to be THAT realistic. Sure, the game technology is beyond anything we knew of in our world, but it is not that far fetched the current technology comes close so it is reasonably possible to make a virtual reality game. But making AI that are equally as alive and self aware as we are? That is pure sci-fi and impossible." 
 
      
 
    "What are you trying to say Kaden?" Estellese questioned unsurely. 
 
      
 
    "Is this really a game?" Kaden asked. "The same question we had from the start." 
 
      
 
    "Of course it is, we entered game pods to get here. It has to be." Estellese answered. 
 
      
 
    "No. We didn't." Kaden stated. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell? Of course we did." Estellese replied a little louder, but still at a whisper. 
 
      
 
    "The elf lady said your hair was dyed Estellese. Don't you understand what that means?" Kaden asked. 
 
      
 
    "No." Estellese replied, expecting him to explain it. 
 
      
 
    "That means, when we entered those pods and we felt ourselves passing out. I assume you all felt the same thing I did at least." Kaden started and Estellese nodded to agree with him before he continued. "When the pods made us pass out, it did not send us into the game. Your hair got dyed after you entered the pod, otherwise you would have already known it was dyed. Which means, after we passed out in the pods, someone must have taken us out. Which is when you and Zanath had your hair dyed by whoever did this, THEN we got sent into this world. The pods didn't do it." 
 
      
 
    Estellese looked shocked, her eyes widened for a moment and she looked around, then turned back to Kaden. "Alright, who are you and what did you do with Kaden. You're actually making sense for once. Well, that or I'm going insane." 
 
      
 
    "This is too serious of a matter for me to screw around." Kaden stated. 
 
      
 
    "Hey wait." Estellese interrupted. "The interface. When we first logged in we got the game manual, and it told us how to open the interface. We never really used it since we didn't have a need to send each other messages when we were all always together, but it did work! We can open it. Plus we can use magic, and there is monsters here. These things can't be real." 
 
      
 
    "If we were sent to another world, or another dimension, monsters and magic could very well be real. The interface, I will admit, is not possible for that to exist if the world is real. But at the same time, it would not be possible for the elves to be this alive and self aware if the world was fake." Kaden stated. "Since we got here, we have been trying to find a way out of this game, and we've been constantly asking ourselves how this could possibly be a game when we feel pain, when it is so unfair, when it isn't game-like at all. I think we need to stop." He said. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" Estellese questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Stop thinking of this world as a game. I can't tell if this world is real or not. If I am going to be wrong I would rather believe this world is real and be proven wrong, then believe it is fake and be proven wrong. If it is real, we could actually be killing real people, or, rather, creatures that resemble people. But still they seem self-aware enough to be considered people. This village seems safe, I think we should stay here and figure out where we really are. Take some time to adjust to the world, get our feet more firmly on the ground. Gear up, learn about the world, and if we choose to venture out again do it when we are prepared and ready for what is out there." Kaden whispered. 
 
      
 
    "For once, I agree with you. I must be insane. However, we shouldn't decide this without the group. Let's wait until we are all together. For the time being, we need to treat them like real people and not AI. I've already been doing that, but we seriously need to drop that viewpoint we had before." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Agreed" Kaden said. 
 
      
 
    After dropping Zanath off with the scientists and Lillith, Alicia lead Mendelen to the biggest house in the village. Her own home, where the royalty lived. There were two bodyguards waiting outside of the building, protecting it from intruders. As Alicia passed them she stopped "You two, please come with me. I will be arranging peace negotiations with the human and need you two to keep the peace should things go bad." 
 
      
 
    The guards nodded and followed Alicia and Mendelen into the house. The four of them walked through a few long and elegant halls and ended up in a room that looked a lot like a boss's office in a workplace. Two chairs and a long table between them. Alicia sat on the far side of the room and Mendelen sat in the first chair, while the armored guards stood at either end of the table with their hands resting on their swords. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked around and noticed that the bags he and his friends originally had were on a shelf behind Alicia. She did say she was going to return their belongings after so he didn't think too much about it. 
 
      
 
    "So. You want peace with the elves, correct?" Alicia questioned. 
 
      
 
    She was quite good at making things feel extremely pressured Mendelen thought to himself, before nodding "Yes. We would like an alliance." 
 
      
 
    "No. Peace is given, an alliance is earned. If humans wish to join the alliance between the elves, fairies, and dwarves you must earn your place. It is not given for free. But we will offer peace, and a promise that if you some day earn it you will be welcome to join." Alicia stated. 
 
      
 
    "Understood. We would like peace then, and will someday earn the rights to join the alliance." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    Alicia nodded. "Peace with the elves will not guarantee peace with our allies. You must take that up with them. We also reserve the right to revoke this peace treaty if you are deemed a threat to our society. Or our allies." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen was beginning to wonder if they had law school in this world, because she seemed like she had been to it. "Understood." He answered. 
 
      
 
    Alicia stood up and picked up a paper from the shelf, then slid it across the table to Mendelen. She did not sit down yet though. Mendelen took the paper and looked it over, it was a written declaration of peace between humans and elves, stating clearly that attacks on the elves or their allies will result in the treaty being revoked. It was short, plain, and simple. Neither side needed to agree to anything other than being friendly to each other and not killing each other. Mendelen signed the paper and passed it back to Alicia, who did not sit down to sign it. 
 
      
 
    "Good, all it needs is my signature to be finalized then. However, before I sign it I have my own questions to ask. I need to know if you really are good people." Alicia stated and gave him a stern look. 
 
      
 
    "I will answer any questions you need as best as I can. But I assure you we are good people." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "The religion of the elves is one of pacifism. You do not kill or even fight unless there is no other choice. While, our allies do not share this religious outlook and do kill, we accept this because at the very least they only kill in self-defense, or they kill creatures who are a true danger to the world. Such as demons, undead, and were-creatures. You killing the goblins could be seen as self defense. But what excuse do you have for the goblins that were not trying to hurt you? Or what about the other creatures?" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen took a deep breath. He knew he could not tell her this was a game and that it is normal to do that in games. "Survival." He answered. "We were thrust into this world with nothing. We had no choice but to struggle, fight, and do anything we could to get what we needed to survive long enough to figure out how to return to our own world. We came here on accident. It does not excuse our behavior, but we were scared and we didn't think. We know better now." It was not a lie, it was the truth. He just left out the game part. 
 
      
 
    Alicia nodded "Understandable, and a reasonable answer. I'll accept that." She said, then she walked back over to the shelf and reached into the bag that used to belong to Zanath. She pulled out a small book. "Last question." She said, before dropping the book on the table in front of Mendelen. "Explain this." She stated in a sharp, almost angry tone. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen was unsure of why she seemed so sharp and angry all of a sudden. He looked down at the book to see what it was. 'Well… Crap.' he thought. The book on the table in front of him was the game manual Zanath had taken. 
 
      
 
    "Lillith's report stated that you humans thought this world was fake, a game of some sort. This manual confirms that." Alicia stated sharply. Her tone was like an icy dagger, angry, sharp, cold, straight to the point. "We are not stupid human. Who do you think we are? Or rather, what do you think we are? This is not some game, it is not some fantasy made up world. You killed real living creatures out there. We are real, living creatures. If you can't see that, if you don't believe that, how can we trust you to not kill us later just because we are 'not real' in your eyes?" 
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    ~~ Chapter 13: The World of Immersion ~~ 
 
      
 
    "We are not stupid human. Who do you think we are? Or rather, what do you think we are? This is not some game, it is not some fantasy made up world. You killed real living creatures out there. We ARE real living creatures. If you can't see that, if you don't believe that, how can we trust you to not kill us later just because we are 'not real' in your eyes?" Alicia stared him straight in the eyes, her stare was sharp and icy, demanding an answer. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen paused for a moment to think, feeling her glare growing colder by the second. "Humans have these games in their own world. It is like a story book, only you control the main character yourself so it makes you feel like you are a part of the story. This new game came out, it said it would make it look like we really were in the game instead of just controlling a character through the pressing of a few buttons. Me and my friends entered this game, and that is where we found these manuals. In this world." He said cautiously. He reached out and held his hand palm down, then swiped it across the air imagining a keyboard under his hand. And just like the manual said a holographic keyboard and screen appeared in front of him. 
 
      
 
    Alicia seemed shocked by this and took a step back. The guards next to her grabbed their swords and prepared for a fight but did not unsheath them yet. They relaxed when they saw that nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    "This is what we call an in-game menu. We humans can not do this in the world we come from, only in games. However this menu is missing almost all of the important parts of a game menu. The only thing it seems to have is a function for chatting with all humans in the world, a function for talking to one specific human, and a function to open a storage room of some sort. We have not tried out the storage room thing, honestly in all the commotion I completely forgot we could do this until just now." Mendelen said. 
 
      
 
    "That could be magic." Alicia stated. "That doesn't make this a game, or a fake world." 
 
      
 
    "Try it yourself. You can use magic, right?" Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    Alicia focused and held out her hand, palm down, and swiped it across the air just like Mendelen had done. But nothing happened. She tried it a couple times and even the guards gave it an attempt. But nothing. "Okay, so only humans can do it it would seem. That still does not make this world fake." 
 
      
 
    "You are correct. It does not make the world fake." Mendelen replied. "But we were told it was. We were placed in these pods and transported to this world. Most humans have never set foot in another world before! So believing that we just went to another planet would be insane. Our technology can't even find another planet with life on it anywhere in the universe nevermind bring us anywhere near one. So when we arrived here, we did not expect it to be a real planet. Then when we were met with this game manual, and this ability to open a menu that us humans only get inside of a game, we were duped into believing this was a game too." He said. 
 
      
 
    After a brief moment of silence Mendelen continued talking. "Most of us questioned if this world was real or fake from the start, it felt too real, we could feel pain here and that isn't supposed to happen in a game, as I said the menu was missing almost everything a game is supposed to have, and most importantly all games have a button you can press to stop playing, we never found any such button here. We were unsure about this, that was why we never died. Normally in a game, dying is okay. It just means you lost but the game will restart, bring you back to life and let you try again. But this didn't feel like a game, so we did everything we could to make sure we didn't die, we did not want to take the risk. We never met any intelligent life before you. But now that we have met you and the other elves, we know this isn't just some game anymore. I do not know where we are, or what this world is, but I know for sure it is not a game. Games do not have living people in them, the people in the games couldn't possibly be as alive and self-aware as you and the elves here." 
 
      
 
    Alicia nodded, but remained silent. Watching him as if judging every word he said. 
 
      
 
    "I can't speak for the others but I think we have given up on returning to Earth, our home planet, by now. We need to find our place in this world, with only four of us it would seem like the existence of humans will be short lived, but you never know what will happen and speaking for myself I want to find some sort of place for myself, some reason to be here, if I'm going to be staying in this world." Mendelen finished. 
 
      
 
    Alicia remained silent a moment longer, but when he did not speak she glanced down at the peace treaty then back at Mendelen. After a moment she signed the treaty and held it up for a second for him to see before slipping it into a bookshelf of archives and papers. "The treaty is signed then. There will be peace between the humans and elves. We may send a scout or two to watch over you humans from time to time but we will respect your privacy and refrain from doing that too much." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." Mendelen replied. He let out a sigh of relief, glad he had defused that bomb. "So what do we do now? I get that we can stay here for a little while, but what do we do with our lives here and where do we go after this? We don't know what is out there." 
 
      
 
    "I do not really know what is out there either. Adamus made a point of not letting me venture too far from the village. So you would need to ask him. I do know, however, that the dwarves make their home deep underground in the mountains east of here. And the fairies live on the Altia isles, off the shore south of here." She said "as for what to do, I would suggest earning a place in the alliance. You have no chance of survival if we don't stop this demon outbreak. At the same time we can't afford to carry dead weight so we can't just let you in, you must earn a place. You must prove that you can do something to help that makes it worth keeping you. I am sorry if that is harsh, but we are struggling and faltering in this war with the demons already. Adding on dead weight would only break us." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded "if I wanted to scout the demons, where would I find them?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "In hell." Alicia answered. "Demons are not natural to this world, they are born in hell. When they enter this world and are killed, they return to hell. They can never truly be killed, just sent back. Which is why we struggle so much with this, we have taken down their leader countless times, each attempt he claims thousands more lives. Each time he just comes back as if nothing happened. However they can only enter the world two ways. One, if they are summoned but nobody in their right mind would summon a demon. And two, through these rifts between hell and the world that have recently been popping up, we keep these rifts guarded at all times but more keep cropping up seemingly at random. The nearest rift is out in the field just south of this forest." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen rested his chin on his hand "I will probably check that out then, thank you. I do not know what we can do right now, other than sharing our technology, but I'll figure something out." 
 
      
 
    Alicia smiled softly "good, glad to hear it." She paused for a moment then placed all the bags of things the Alphas had collected on the table in front of him. "you are free to go, I do not need you here anymore unless you have more questions. I noticed you have valuables in your bags, if you need money you can likely trade them for money in the stores." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head "No questions that you can answer. Thank you." He said as he got up, took the bags, and left. As he left he opened the holographic keyboard and sent a message to Kaden, Estellese, and Zanath. 
 
      
 
    "Guys, hopefully you remember how to use this. I have spoken with Alicia and we have signed the peace treaty. We should find a way to help them with the demons so we can join their alliance. I am going to gather as much information as I can. -Mendelen" 
 
      
 
    It was a minute later that he saw his hand emit a brief flicker of light and heard a ping sound in his head. He reopened the keyboard and opened his messages, finding one from Zanath. 
 
      
 
    "Sounds good. If you need help just ask, I am teaching the elves about electricity. -Zanath" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sent him a message back "Can you also teach them how to make guns? It may help them in this war with the demons. -Mendelen" 
 
      
 
    "I plan to. They are learning these things incredibly fast, and their ability to use magic to summon the materials we need to build things is amazing. We are making progress at astounding rates, and even I feel like I am learning much faster than normal. I've felt like I was growing stronger and learning much faster since I got to this world. -Zanath" 
 
      
 
    "Me too. I wonder if that is some side effect of this world. Good luck. -Mendelen" 
 
      
 
    He started walking out into the city and looked around as he thought about where to go next. It was just a moment after he heard another ping and his hand blinked again. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, it is Kaden. I'm at the library with Estell. She just accidentally knocked over a massive bookcase, but more importantly as it fell she caught it and was able to lift it. Even she said that was not normal for her, she has gotten a lot stronger since we started." 
 
      
 
    "Zanath has noticed this same thing. We seem to be growing and learning much faster than we did in our own world. In her case that is shockingly fast. I can not explain how or why but we should take advantage of this, become stronger so we can survive out in this world. We will be gearing up to fight demons in the near future. I have Zanath working on getting the elves to invent guns, you and Estell do whatever you can to get more powerful. I am going to scout out the demons and then I'll follow suit. -Mendelen" 
 
      
 
    "You going alone? That sounds dangerous." 
 
      
 
    "I will ask for an escort from the military. Also, if you don't sign your name I have no idea who is sending the message. It doesn't say. -Mendelen" 
 
      
 
    "I don't trust the military. That sounds more dangerous than going alone. -The amazing and awesome Kaden" 
 
      
 
    "Well I do trust them Kaden. They know what they are doing, and can keep me safe. I will meet you guys at the inn later -Mendelen" 
 
      
 
    "Please be careful. -Kaden" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen closed his menu and went out in search of Adamus. It took almost an hour to find him, but after enough asking around he finally found the man. "Excuse me, sir." Mendelen started. 
 
      
 
    Adamus turned to Mendelen "hello human." He greeted flatly. "I heard about the peace treaty. And I have checked on the labs, I am impressed by this technology and I have only seen this one thing you humans call electricity. It seems to work much like the fairies appliances, but without magical energy which makes it practical for use outside the Altia Isles. This could actually be very useful." He said. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded. "I have also instructed my friend to teach you all how to make guns. Those are human ranged weapons, far better than a bow and arrows. They require much less effort to use, less space to carry, and can be fired a lot faster, while dealing out more damage in some cases." 
 
      
 
    Adamus raised an eyebrow. "I look forward to seeing these." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "I hope they exceed your expectations." Mendelen answered. "Now onto why I am here. Alicia has told me about the demonic portal south of here." 
 
      
 
    Adamus sighed and frowned. "She should not have said that." He grumbled quietly. 
 
      
 
    "Well, whether she should have or should not have is not the issue. I am going to go scout it out, if you want our assistance with the demons we need to know what we are up against. I am requesting a military escort. If I can not get one I will just go alone, but I would prefer to be with a soldier who knows what they are doing." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    "No." Adamus answered. "The demons are too far over your heads, there isn't anything you can do. You're essentially no stronger than a civilian, and you're asking to try to help fight something that even my best soldiers struggle to fight." 
 
      
 
    "You are correct. Right now we are not strong enough. But we have noticed that we have been growing in power drastically faster than we normally do in our home planet. We are not sure why, or how, but in just the few short days we have been here we have learned skills that should have taken us months of practice to learn. And a friend of mine has gotten drastically stronger, physically, I do not know the specifics but if I had to guess I would say her strength has doubled in the few days she has been here. Something is making our bodies and minds grow faster than normal, a lot faster. Give it a couple weeks and we might actually be strong enough to help. Plus from what I understand you sell magic books here, and I think we can learn magic although I am not sure of that since magic did not exist in our home planet. But if I am right we will soon have magic to use on top of whatever skills we have picked up by then." Mendelen countered. 
 
      
 
    Adamus hesitated. "If what you say is true, with that and these gun things you speak of you may be able to assist later. However it is still unsafe for you to go there now." 
 
      
 
    "That is why I request a military escort. If I am with a soldier or two I should be fine, right? If a demon or two slips past the defenses you have set up the escorts can take them out. I will stay out of their way and will not try to fight unless they need my help." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    Adamus shook his head. "You do not understand the scope of this. Demons are powerful, even my best soldiers can be taken down by middle-tier demons. And even if they do kill it that does not guarantee your safety, you have not faced magical creatures before, there is nothing the soldiers could do to protect you if the demon decided to aim for you. The demon could just simply make the ground under your feet explode, they can't save you from that. A trained soldier would know how to evade such an attack easily, or a trained fire mage could use their own fire control to cancel out the demon's fire magic and stop it. But I have no fire mages, and you do not have the experience needed to face magical attacks." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked down for a moment and thought it over, then looked back at Adamus. "I understand the risks, but I still want to go. We need to know what we are up against." 
 
      
 
    Adamus sighed softly. "I can not escort you, I have things to do here. But I will see if Emmei is busy and ask him. He's a master swordsman and knows some displacement magic to get you out of harm's way if necessary." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." Mendelen replied. Then he followed Adamus, assuming he would lead the way to Emmei. 
 
      
 
    Zanath looked around at the elves in the room with him, all of them were taking notes on the lecture he had just given. "Anyone know where I can get a drink?" He asked, giving a six hour long lecture was no easy task. Especially when unprepared. And he wasn't even done yet. Oddly enough the elves in the room were still paying full attention and waiting for more information, it was unlike any school he had ever seen. But then again, these were not students, they looked to be mostly adults and were scientists who were getting information on advanced technology. 
 
      
 
    An elven woman spoke up, she had short black hair that was tied in a bun leaving just her bangs hanging over her forehead. She seemed rather small, but then again all the elves here looked a bit small. She had soft brown eyes and wore thin glasses, her clothes were similar to that of the other elves, they looked like clothes made of expensive silks. "Yeah there is a dining hall just next door. My name is Esyll tell them I sent you and they will give you a free drink." She said. She was the head scientist and was leading up this project. 
 
      
 
    Zanath nodded "thank you. If you would like you can experiment with the designed I showed you to make a few light bulbs work while I am gone. Or just take a break, we have all been working hard for a very long time." He said. As he turned to leave he saw the scientists turn to the two mages they had brought with them and asked them to summon all the equipment they needed. And just like that everything they needed to start building electrical appliances just appeared on the tables and the elves got to work. "These summoned items are temporary right?" Zanath asked, just to make sure he understood. 
 
      
 
    "Yes" Lillith answered. "There are two types of summoning magic. One where you create an item out of magical energy, which is what they did. The energy holding those items in existence will fade away in a few minutes and the items will go with it. The other summoning magic is to summon a real physical object. To take something that already exists and just bring it to you. But in order to do that it must exist, and you must know it's exact location. Those summons do not go away, they stay forever since they were not created by energy." She explained. "So, when we decide to build real appliances, we will summon the real resources we have. We just don't want to waste resources experimenting and learning. The things you need to build this stuff is mostly in short supply for us. It'll take time to stock up on it all." 
 
      
 
    Zanath nodded "when I get back I will begin teaching you about solar panels. With the living trees around you you'll want solar, wind, or water powered electricity since those won't harm the surrounding environment. And, being surrounded by trees with no lakes nearby, solar is your best bet since the trees will block the wind." He said as he started to leave. 
 
      
 
    "Solar? As in the sun?" Esyll asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, exactly. Taking the sunlight and turning it into electricity to power these things." Zanath said. 
 
      
 
    "Wouldn't that only work during the day?" Lillith asked. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, yes and no." Zanath said. "We can still get sunlight at night, not much. But the energy gathered during the day can be saved up to use overnight. It will get you through until the next day. I'll explain more when I get back" 
 
      
 
    With that Zanath left, and eventually returned with a drink to see the elves had all assembled their first electrical appliances. Most just lit a light bulb with potatoes, but a couple of the more gifted ones, like Lillith and Esyll, had already assembled their first very simple Dynamo generators and we're making lights and switches with those. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, everyone ready for the true test of everything we learned? Building a solar panel? Once you learn this, your solar panel can replace the potato as a power source. With enough solar panels you can provide power to the entire village which will allow you to add lights to the houses along with countless other human inventions." When the others nodded and stopped what they were doing he began his next lecture on solar panels and solar power. As the lecture went on he eventually had them start making solar panels, and lead them through the process of building them. By the time the panels were finished it was night time 
 
      
 
    "Alright, so these will not work tonight, they have not had time to store energy during the day and it is a new moon today. However, I can see that they are all well built, we can test them in the morning." He said 
 
      
 
    "Question" Esyll started. When Zanath turned to her she continued "if these panels can power the lights, and are powered by light, couldn't we just place the lights in front of the panels for an infinite power source?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah! That or use light magic on them, what do you think of that" Lillith asked Esyll rather than Zanath since Zanath had no knowledge of magic. 
 
      
 
    "That too could work" Esyll replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well, they are powered by sunlight not regular light. They are different. As for magical light I would assume that wouldn't work either, since it also is not sunlight but I wouldn't know." 
 
      
 
    "Let's try it then." One of the male scientists stated as he held up his hand. Light suddenly came out of his palm as if he was holding a flashlight in his hand and he shined it on one of the solar panels. The light bulb it was attached to turned on, but then after a moment the light bulb shattered and the solar panel also shattered and broke apart. Everyone jumped and Zanath gave the solar panel an odd look. That sort of light should not have been able to turn it on, and that wasn't nearly enough light to make it break. So then, why did it turn on and break? Frankly, Lillith shouldn't have been able to turn on the lightbulb with her lightning magic like she did before either but he had just ignored that detail before. 
 
      
 
    Zanath stared at it with a perplexed expression on his face. Oblivious to the elf apologizing to him. Like the scientist he was, he was trying to make sense of it all. Even if it was magic, it HAD to have some scientific explanation. It HAD to follow some sort of scientific rules, otherwise magic would have no limits at all and would be able to effortlessly bend time and space itself. "Esyll, magic is created by pulling your energy out of your body, then infusing it with an element, and controlling the energy to control the element, right?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "Well, yes. That would be the way magic works in a very simplified and basic way." Esyll answered. 
 
      
 
    "Can you project the energy from your body without giving it an element? Just as pure energy?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "That would be difficult, even Aether magic, the purest of all elements, has a tiny bit of conversion to an element. But it would be possible." Esyll answered. 
 
      
 
    "I am inexperienced in the use of magic, so I will need one of you to do this. But please try sending energy, without any element attached to it, into one of the working solar panels. Be prepared for it to break like the others did." Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    Esyll hesitated, giving him a curious look. But she placed a hand on one of the solar panels and focused, sending pure energy into it without any elements. For a moment, the light bulb attached to it turned on, just like before, but then it shattered and the solar panel also shattered and broke. "Okay, it broke. Why did you want me to break it?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "To test a hypothesis." Zanath answered. "The light this guy shined on the solar panel did not turn it on, nor did it break it. And Lillith, the Lightning you sent into the light bulb earlier did not turn it on either. It is the energy, the energy infused with your magic is what powered these things, and is what broke them because they are not built to run off that type of energy." 
 
      
 
    Esyll and Lillith nodded "So what does that imply?" Lillith asked. 
 
      
 
    "It explains how you two were able to turn these things on when you shouldn't have. It also gives me an idea. I may be able to build something that can convert your magical energy into electricity. And if I can build something that converts energy into electricity, I can build something that converts electricity into magical energy." Zanath thought out loud, his mind racing through possibilities faster than ever. 
 
      
 
    "That sounds like it could be very useful, in some way, but how so?" Esyll asked. 
 
      
 
    "The problem with closing these demonic rifts was that nobody had enough energy to keep up with sustained magical attacks on them right? And you said Aether was the element that worked best, and Aether is almost pure energy. So if we hook a few machines up to huge solar panels and channel all of that electricity to a machine that turns it into magical energy, and use that machine to pump the magical energy into the rift nonstop at massive volumes… That might just close it, if your observations are correct." 
 
      
 
    "Are you serious? We've been holding these things back for over a year and you find a way to end this in a day?" Lillith said in shock. 
 
      
 
    "You figured out how to close it. Not me." Zanath replied. "All I did was potentially solve the problem of not having a big enough power source to successfully use your strategy of closing it. And I still don't know if that is even possible, it is just a hypothesis. I must go and start doing some research and tests, it could take me weeks to figure this out and get a working prototype built. But if both electricity and magic are types of energy, and both can interact with technology, I should be able to make some sort of conversion system." He said, pressing his fingers against his temple as he racked his brain trying to think it through. "I need someone to bring me whatever books you have on the scientific explanations of magic to my room at the Inn, and for you students, your homework today is to study everything we went over, and build lights with switches that can be attached attached to these solar panels. I expect everyone to have a working system by tomorrow. The switch should be able to turn the light on and off." 
 
      
 
    The scientists nodded and took a few last minute notes. Esyll turned to Zanath "I will get the books. I would rather not bring them all the way to the inn, it is a bit out of the way for me, but if you come with me I can get them for you now. I just need a promise that you'll bring them back when you are finished." She said. 
 
      
 
    Zanath nodded "I promise. Once I have thoroughly studied them I will no longer have a need for them, so I will bring them back. That may take a few days though." He said. And with that he followed Esyll to get the books then went to the inn for the night. 
 
      
 
    As he entered the inn he was greeted by the receptionist. One of the few males he had seen in the village that had short hair. "I was told the humans were given a room to stay in for a week?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    The man nodded "Yes sir. It's upstairs, third door on your right. It is room 023, your friends are already there." He said with a smile. "If you need anything don't hesitate to ask, I'm Eric, I'll be in room 1." 
 
      
 
    Zanath nodded and thanked the man then went up to his room. He opened the door and walked in, spotting the three other Alphas already in there. It looked a lot like a hotel and even had some furniture such as a couch, table, and four small beds. Estellese was lying on one bed with a book in her hands and a couple other books beside her on the bed. As Zanath entered she glanced up at him and gave him a brief wave in greeting and resumed her reading. Mendelen was lying on another bed on the other side of the room, and Kaden was on the floor doing pushups. 
 
      
 
    "Welcome back." Mendelen greeted. "How did it go?" 
 
      
 
    "I may have solved the problem with these demonic rifts. I will need to do some research but I might be able to build something that can convert solar power into magical energy and pump that into the rifts to force them closed. However I do not know if this is possible, it is just an idea." Zanath answered. 
 
      
 
    "Awesome! Seriously, nice job!" Mendelen replied, sitting up and holding up a hand to Zanath as he walked past. 
 
      
 
    Zanath paused for a moment to glance at Mendelen's hand, it took a brief moment for him to realize why Mendelen was doing that but once he figured it out he high-fived his friend and went to sit on the edge of one of the beds. "Thank you." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "I had a feeling you would figure it out. But I didn't expect you to solve it so quickly." Mendelen said. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't solve it. They did. They just had one hole in their solution to the problem, and I was able to patch up that hole for them." Zanath replied. "Should I even ask why Kaden is doing pushups?" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shrugged, and Estellese was not paying attention at this point. Zanath could see that she was reading her fireball spellbook, and the books beside her were other spellbooks. Kaden did speak up though. "Mendelen said he thinks we are growing at a much faster rate in this world then we did in the real w- ….." He cut himself off before saying more. "On Earth." He corrected himself. "So with that in mind, I'm exercising. Partially to test that idea and partially to get prepared to fight some demons since we all know that is coming up soon enough." He explained. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded "I had them take me to the portal earlier. We met a demon on the way there, it was just a lesser demon but still. I saw that fight, they are so many leagues above us in sheer power. We never would have stood a chance if we bumped into even the weakest of demons on our own. If we are really going to help them with this, we need to hope the prediction you and I came up with is right, that we do learn and grow stronger at a drastically faster rate then on Earth, and we need to seriously do some exercises and other training for the next couple weeks. Learn some magic if possible, and preferably get ourselves some guns. Or, at the very least buy new equipment. I got all of our things back so tomorrow I will sell everything we don't need and will distribute the money evenly between the four of us." He explained. "So if there is anything you want to keep, claim it now. I will not sell our weapons, armor and other worn things. But everything else is gone tomorrow unless claimed." 
 
      
 
    "Dibs on that fancy cup we found!" Kaden called out. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen gave him a confused look. "Why would you want the cup?" 
 
      
 
    "I dunno, it felt magical like the other things we got. We dunno what it does, but we shouldn't get rid of it if it has some sort of magical properties we may not know of." Kaden pointed out. 
 
      
 
    - Next Chapter: To war. – 
 
      
 
    (Editor's note. As per my usual habit, whenever there is a lull in the story for a prolonged period of time I make up for it in the next chapter. Needless to say, next chapter will be long, and with college finals right around the corner the next chapter may take a little longer than usual to write up. Apologies in advance.) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14: To War 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~ Chapter 14: To War ~~ 
 
      
 
    ~~ Part 1: War Preparations ~~ 
 
      
 
    "Alright, and that concludes your class for today." Zanath instructed as he closed his books. "We are doing very well everyone, with that you have constructed your very first firearm. It is just a simple pistol and ammunition, but even something as small as this can be deadly. Arlen, please summon a melon in the target practice area." He asked as he raised the pistol he had built himself. 
 
      
 
    The man nodded and focused for a moment, making a watermelon appear on the other side of the room in an area designed for target practice. 
 
      
 
    Zanath raised his gun and within a split second fired, and a moment after the watermelon burst apart. "And unlike a bow, you can fire these incredibly fast." He said as he fired his next three shots within a second. "They only take up one hand, so you could hold two of these and fire both at once to fire even faster, or hold a sword to fight in close quarters using the gun to shoot them once you clash swords. And the ammunition is small and easier to carry than a bunch of arrows. Just be sure you hit something vital, unlike the arrows a bullet may not kill a target if you don't hit something vital such as the head." 
 
      
 
    Adamus walked up to Zanath from the sidelines where he was watching. "Thank you, human. These look like they will prove useful in the battles with the demons." 
 
      
 
    "The elves will need to train with these, and I have different types of guns to show them. There are far too many to go through them all but I intend to also introduce rifles, which are meant for shooting at longer ranges, automatic guns which fire faster, and RPGs which are essentially big explosive guns. I feel those will be the most useful for the battles ahead of us. Oh! And gun safety, never point a gun at another person. That would be essentially like pointing a drawn bow at someone." Zanath explained. 
 
      
 
    Adamus nodded "Of course. Understood. How goes the conversion device? Have you made any progress in the last two weeks?" 
 
      
 
    Zanath nodded "I have made a lot of progress. Well, little progress but a big breakthrough in understanding which I consider a lot of progress." He replied. "I have figured out that magical energy is the same as any other energy, only it is at a frequency drastically lower than radio waves. So now that I have figured that out I am pretty sure I can make something to convert it into a frequency we can use, and vice versa. I just need to build something that can detect this frequency and-" He was stopped when Adamus held up his hand. 
 
      
 
    "I appreciate the details, but I have no idea what you are saying." Adamus replied. "I will just take your word for it when you say you made progress. I wish you good luck with the rest of this. As thanks for the help I have added an additional two weeks stay to your room at the inn so you do not need to worry about paying for the room for a while." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you. But does the military have the funds to pay for that? With this year long war, and with the losses the demons bring in every attack, you must be struggling with financing the military." Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "No. The military can not afford this. I paid for it out of pocket, not with military funds." Adamus replied. 
 
      
 
    Zanath seemed surprised "Thank you, very much. We will do our best to make sure it is worth it." 
 
      
 
    "I am counting on it." Adamus stated. He then turned to leave, taking a few of the pistols that were built. As he walked he inspected them, looking them over as he tried to wrap his mind around the idea of these new weapons. He had to say, while they looked powerful he took more comfort in the use of his bow. One thing he noted right away was that these weapons were incapable of using the volley attacks he and his army had liked so much. He definitely saw their power but he did not see guns as a replacement for bows, rather he saw them as a companion to bows. Now his Rangers had a ranged weapon that worked in close quarters. Now when those pesky speedy foes got into the back lines the archers could switch to a pistol and fight back rather than being sitting ducks with their bows. And their warriors could keep a pistol on them for those evasive rangers who kite them just outside of striking range. Just these pistols alone would make their army much more versatile and adaptive. As a master tactician, he liked these new possibilities a lot. It gave him confidence for the battles ahead of them. 
 
      
 
    With the lecture for the day finished Zanath returned to the inn to resume his work on the conversion machine. That had been his everyday schedule the last two weeks, teach then research and build, then bed and repeat. He had been working nonstop since they arrived, and it was clear it was wearing him down. He had bags under his eyes and his white hair was becoming messy. He was starting to walk with a slump and his eyes were half open as he made his way into the inn. He entered his room and went to get to work on the conversion machine, but it was gone. Everything was gone, the partially built machine, his tools, his books, notes, and plans. Kaden was the only one in the room and he was sitting in the open window. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden, did you see what happened to my stuff?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yep." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Oh good. Where is it I need to get back to work." Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "All gone." Kaden answered, turning to Zanath with a soft smile. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean all gone?" Zanath questioned, narrowing his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "I made it all disappear. And I dunno how to make it come back." Kaden laughed. 
 
      
 
    "Are you serious?! Kaden we need these things, we have to get that machine working as soon as possible!" Zanath shouted back. 
 
      
 
    Kaden shrugged. "Oops" he said simply. "Guess you'll just have to wait till I figure out how to make it reappear. You can't rebuild it without your notes, so you mine as well get some rest so you're ready to continue once I figure it out." He stated. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden no, bring it back now." Zanath sternly ordered. 
 
      
 
    "No can do I dunno how~! Goodnight!" Kaden called out despite it being only around noon. He spun around on the windowsill, slipped, and fell out the second floor window. 
 
      
 
    Zanath quickly ran to the window to make sure Kaden was okay. As he looked down to see where Kaden had landed he saw that the man had landed on a big pile of pillows. Obviously this exit had been planned. He turned to look at the beds and noticed that the pillows had been taken off every bed in the room and placed on his own bed, to make his own bed look as inviting and comfortable as possible. Zanath sighed and pressed his fingers against his temple. "I get the hint." He murmured. By now Kaden was long gone, and without his stuff he could not resume work on the machine. So he went to bed. 
 
      
 
    Once Kaden had finished cleaning up the mess of pillows he had made and returned the extra pillows to the front desk he headed off into the city. Not far from the Inn he bumped into Mendelen heading in the direction of the Inn. "Zanath is sleeping in the inn and has asked not to be disturbed." Kaden said. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded "I was going to take everyone to go and get some equipment. Estellese is already at the store." He said. "I guess Zanath will have to go on his own later. If he wants anything here, it seems like he'd rather just use the guns." He said as he lead the way to the main shop. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 The elves had designated one building to be a shop, it looked very much like the shopping malls back on Earth where everyone had small stores all set up in one big building. The only shops that were outside of this building were the elven equivalent to grocery stores, where they sold food and drink. The place was massive and was packed with people, you could always see at least two hundred people in any direction you looked but the building was big enough to accommodate everyone and still give you space to see the stores and maneuver your way through the crowds. This big building had what looked like streets, they were mostly straight pathways where the tiles on the floor were a darker color than the rest of the floor. They were wide enough for four people to stand side by side, however there were people walking in both directions so to avoid bumping into each other walking in lines of two was better. It seemed like there was some unwritten rule, or a cultural norm, to not stand still on these pathways just like the rule to not park in the middle of the street. Anyone who wanted to stop walking or stand around stood off to the side and everyone who was walking somewhere walked on the pathways. Mendelen looked around and thought it was a pretty clever way of handling the large crowds 
 
      
 
    While about ninety percent of the people there were elves, there were other races here as well. A few dwarves standing about three feet tall could be seen walking through the crowds, and a few fairies standing about six inches tall could be seen flying over the heads of the other people in the building. There was also some creatures that looked to be a mix between animal and human but those seemed to be rare amongst the crowds. 
 
      
 
    "Hey guys, where's Zanath?" Estellese said as she joined the others. She had been waiting for them at the entrance. 
 
      
 
    "Sleeping, apparently." Mendelen replied. "Which is good, I was a bit worried about him." 
 
      
 
    "Ah, alright. Well let's go see what we can sell and what we can find in here." Estellese said as she lead the way into the giant store. They went from one store to another, first selling everything they needed to sell while window shopping, before doing any real shopping. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sold the 6 iron ingots, 5 small gold nuggets, two palm-sized rubies, the three extra rusty iron swords, plus he also sold his own two and Kaden's swords as well. He sold the two marble sized diamonds, the goldball sized ruby, and the four marble-sized topaz gems. Mendelen threw away his makeshift club and the bone he had taken from the skeletons, and he got the value of the four small bags of coins. 
 
      
 
    The end total was 17,600 worth of elven currency, which was these crystal shards about the size of a dollar. They had to ask how this currency system worked and what the different colors meant. The currency here was these magic crystals that had the ability to combine and separate at the command of the person holding them. It was like being able to take a ten dollar bill, and pull it apart into a five and five ones any time you wanted. Or taking a bunch of spare change and smushing it together to make dollars of equal value. It made carrying this money so simplistic. It was possible, using basic magic anyone can use, to tell how many crystals you had merged together so you know how much money you are carrying. The crystal that you held onto also seemed to grow ever so slightly in size the more other crystals you merged into it. It would seem this was the main and only currency for Elves, Fairies, Dwarves, and many other races. 
 
      
 
    They pulled the one crystal with all their money apart into four, each containing 4,400 crystals merged together. One for each of them. Mendelen put Zanath's crystal in his bag for later, then handed Kaden and Estellese their own. "Let's go gear up and get everything we need to tackle these demons." Mendelen said. It was so nice to have this long period of peace and safety, after everything they had been through being able to just sit back and relax, do some shopping, and not worry about dying was like a vacation. But he knew that would be coming to an end soon. 
 
      
 
    When Kaden and Estellese both almost cheered out "Yes!" They set off to shop. Their first stop was at a blacksmith who sold weapons and armor, as soon as they walked in Kaden's eyes went wide "Dibs on the scythe!" He called out, pointing to this obscenely huge scythe hanging from the wall in the back. He ran over to it only to find that the price tag on it was more than triple the funds he had. He frowned a little and sighed. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry Kaden. A scythe that big would be pretty impractical anyways." Mendelen laughed. 
 
      
 
    "Says you." Kaden countered. "I'll prove you wrong someday." 
 
      
 
    "I'll be interested to see it." Mendelen replied. He looked around the store a little, then eventually went straight to the shop owner to get what he needed faster. "I need a kite shield, a sword, some armor that can protect me while being lightweight and mobile, and I'd like a chain hook. I have 4,000 crystals to spend. What do you recommend?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    The shop owner listened, then stepped out from behind the counter to start showing him the items he requested. "You will want light plate armor, it is in between full plate and chainmail for protection. With your funds the best you can afford would be a low-grade metal but you are wearing a steel chainmail chestpiece and a steel helmet. Steel is pretty expensive so if you are willing to trade me that, I can get you a full set of iron light plate armor and everything else you need in iron for 2,000 crystals. And" He started. "If I was you I would go to the enchanter across the store, she can enchant your armor to be lighter weight than the material really is to make it provide better mobility. That should cost an additional 2,000 if I remember her prices correctly, which takes up everything you intended to spend, but uses that money to the best effect." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen thought about it for a moment, and Kaden approached him. "You're not considering that right?" Kaden whispered. "He is a shopkeeper, he isn't going to help you get the best deal he is going to help you give him all your money." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head "He is a shop keeper, which means he knows what the best deals are. I trust his judgment, and so should you." He whispered back, then turned to the shopkeeper. "You built these things yourself right? If I pay an additional 50 crystals, can you add sections on the arms of the armor that I can attach my chain hook to? If you can do that we got a deal." 
 
      
 
    The man smiled and nodded. "Yes sir, I can easily do that for you. Both arms right?" He asked. When Mendelen nodded he took the armor off the shelf and grabbed the arm pieces. Then he grabbed some iron from behind the counter and his hands suddenly started to turn bright red. The iron melted in his hand and just like that he formed it like clay to make sections the chain hook could be clipped onto. When he noticed the shocked looks on their faces he laughed softly. "You are the humans everyone is talking about, right? I guess you have never seen a mage who uses the metal element. It helps a lot with blacksmithing, being able to bend and weave metal to my command." He said 
 
      
 
    "In our world, if we touched melted metal like that we would burn our hands off." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    The man laughed "It is no different in this world. You can't see it, but I am controlling the metal and not letting it touch my hands. My control is like a paper thin glove protecting my hands from the metals." He said. Within seconds the attachments were complete and he handed everything to Mendelen. "Keep the extra fifty dollars. The attachments were free, and repairs will be free after the battle. It's my thanks for your assistance, I offer the same thing to the soldiers." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you very much sir, my name is Mendelen, hopefully I'll be able to return the favor within the next few weeks." Mendelen replied as he took the armor and weapons. Most of them were placed inside his minimize bag but they filled the bag quickly so he had to carry some of them. 
 
      
 
    Once Mendelen was finished Kaden approached the counter and bought two steel longswords. Estellese did not buy anything. As they left the store and headed towards the enchantment store Mendelen turned to Estellese. "You are not buying any armor or weapons?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Estellese shrugged. "The axe is good enough for me, and I'd rather not be weighed down by armor. The way I see it, buying a new weapon would be a waste when I have a perfectly good one already. And heck, I don't bother using a weapon half the time anyways. Just look at the fight with those hybrid things for example, I dropped the axe and just punched the damn thing in the face. But spending my money on new spells on the other hand, that could make me far stronger because it is something to add to the arsenal I already have." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded "That's a valid point, I hadn't thought of it that way." He said. They went into the enchanting store and he was able to buy the lightweight armor enchantment for 1,000 crystals. In addition to that he enchanted his chain hook to have a magically extendable and retractable chain for an additional 1,000 crystals. Leaving him with just 400 left. While here Kaden also had both of his swords enchanted, making them magically sharp enough to cut through most metals. 
 
      
 
    With that they went into the magic store and began looking around at spells. Everything here was a bit too pricy for Mendelen so he opted not to buy any magic at this time. 
 
      
 
    Estellese almost ran right over to the wall where the books of full elemental control were all lined up on the shelves. She remembered what Cora said, with each element you have full control over they grow weaker. So Estellese settled on limiting herself to just two full elements, and an arsenal of spells from various elements. But which two? There was so many! Fire, Water, Ice, Earth, Air, Nature, Wood which was a subelement of nature, lightning, metal, light, darkness, Aether: White magic, Aether: Dark magic, Aether: Summoning. And the mental sub-elements of Telepathy, Telekinesis, and Empathy. She stood there, staring at the options. Which combination would be best? Water and Lightning? Darkness and Light? Aether black and white? Metal and Earth? It was a difficult decision, she was struggling to decide. But she reached out and took the Fire and Earth books. A powerful offensive element, and a sturdy defensive one. It was at that time her signet ring let out a bright flash of light. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a ghost-like copy of herself stepped out of her own body. This ghostlike copy selected the books fire and water, reaching out and taking ghost-like copies of these books for herself. Then another copy of herself split off from her body and took Darkness and Light. And another, and another, and another, and another. All of them taking a different combination of spells. Then all of the ghosts suddenly looked like they got sucked back into Estellese's body and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    "The hell was that?!" Estellese shouted. She looked down at her signet ring, what looked like it had been the source of this odd event. The flat and blank part on the top of the ring was no longer blank. Now it showed a picture of a girl walking down a road, standing at a crossroads where the road forked in many directions. Very faintly, you could see copies of the girl in the background walking down each road. 
 
      
 
    "That would be your signet ring." A lady standing behind the counter chimed in. "Have you not seen one before? Yours must have just now become active. It chose a power for you, and now you can use it." 
 
      
 
    "What power did it choose?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "I wouldn't know." The woman answered. "Everyone's signet is unique to them. The picture on the ring usually has some sort of symbolism pertaining to what it does. Beyond that, to figure it out you'll just have to try using it at some point. Please not inside the store, don't want to accidentally blow something up." 
 
      
 
    Estellese purchased her fire and earth books, these would give her complete control over these two elements once she mastered them. Kaden then bought one spell, not a full element. It was an Aether: Black magic spell that let him throw a sharp pinwheel-like blade of energy. It was a rather advanced spell, but he hoped to learn it before the war. Kaden also bought a signet ring for himself. Once they left that store they stopped by a potions shop where Mendelen bought 10 potions for the team. And with that, they were geared up and ready for the war. Mendelen used his virtual keyboard to turn one of the doors to a restroom into a portal to his stash room and stored his new armor and weapons in there for now. With that they set off to resume training and preparing for the war. 
 
      
 
    Kaden returned to the Inn to find Zanath sleeping. He must have been asleep most of the day, and kadin didn't expect him to wake until morning at this rate. Thinking that that would be enough to get Zanath back into good health again Kaden opened the portal to his stash room in the doorway to their room in the Inn, and walked inside. A moment later he walked back out with the machine, Zanath's notes and books, and everything else that had disappeared. he put it all back where he found it then closed the portal to his stash and left the inn to go practice his new spell and train. 
 
      
 
    ~~ Part 2: The Battlefield ~~ 
 
      
 
    Three more weeks had passed, and Zanath had not only finished his machine but had taught the elves about guns, solar power and electricity, and taught them how to recreate his conversion devices. That way, if by some turn of bad luck he doesn't survive the battle they have everything they need to recreate his devices and close the rifts themselves. 
 
      
 
    Kaden looked out the window to see Adamus and Alicia addressing the army out in the center of the village. Almost all of the soldiers in the elven army now carried guns along with their primary weapon of a bow, jewel encrusted staff, or some melee weapon. The only ones who did not carry a primary weapon other than a gun were what appeared to be a new section of the army who carried rocket launchers. They were accompanied by elves with staves. Everyone had at least a pistol on them. 
 
      
 
    Estellese had not figured out her signet skill, and Kaden's had not yet activated. Zanath bought himself one but his also had not yet activated. Zanath, otherwise, saved all of his money and just kept his old sword. He took a rifle and a pistol that he built for himself, leaving his bow and arrows in his stash. Estellese had learned the bare basics of fire magic, Kaden had grown both stronger and faster but had not learned his spell. And Mendelen had also grown stronger and faster than before. Zanath, having spent most of his time teaching or working, did not physically become much faster or stronger than he had been. They were much more powerful than when they first arrived in this village. 
 
      
 
    "Are we all ready?" Mendelen asked the others. The air was tense, they all knew that the battle that awaited them would be their most dangerous one yet. For the first time ever they had time to prepare before the fight, but even at that everyone knew that if these demons were as tough as the elves said they might not make it out of this. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah" Everyone replied. 
 
      
 
    "Relax guys. We will be fine." Mendelen said softly. "Stick together, and watch each other's backs like we always do. We have an entire army on our side this time, with that plus the four of us keeping each other safe we can do this. If we can survive the werewolf attack alone we can survive a demon attack with an army by our side." 
 
      
 
    "Can we really trust the army to have our backs?" Kaden questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Of course we can." Estellese countered. 
 
      
 
    Kaden shook his head a bit. "Well I don't." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen turned to kadin "We have to, regardless of if you want to or not." He said then opened the door just in time to see Esyll standing outside. She was just about to knock. "Hello, can I help you?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "Esyll, what brings you here?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "You know her?" Mendelen asked, stepping aside so he wouldn't get between them. 
 
      
 
    Zanath nodded "She's the head scientist, I've been working with her to build the machine." He answered, then turned to Esyll to see what she had to say. 
 
      
 
    "We need to go, quickly." Esyll stated. "Alicia says the demons caught wind of our plans, I don't know how but they know what we are doing. Needless to say they are really pissed off and are already hitting us with everything they got to try and stop us. The group guarding the portal are losing the outpost, fast." 
 
      
 
    "Let's go guys, hurry!" Mendelen called out as he slipped past Esyll and rushed outside to meet up with Adamus and the army. Adjusting his new suit of armor as he ran. Kaden and Estellese rushed out after him. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean we?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "Me and the other scientists are coming too." Esyll stated. "Well a couple of them anyways. And Lillith is also tagging along, she may not be a scientist but she has interest in the sciences" She corrected. 
 
      
 
    "No, it was supposed to be just me." Zanath corrected. "The scientists are mostly non-combat civilians, it's too dangerous for you to come." 
 
      
 
    "You're a civilian, by our standards, and you're going." Esyll pointed out. "We understand the risks, we will be safe. We are scientists after all, we have our ways. Now let's go before we are late." She said as she turned and started walking down the hall. 
 
      
 
    "Please be careful. I really don't want anyone else putting themselves in danger." Zanath replied as he followed along. 
 
      
 
    The four Alphas joined up again with Adamus as he finished instructing the soldiers. He turned to the Alphas "We are moving out. Stick close to the scientist group, let the soldiers handle the combat. There will be guards assisting the scientists, so you should not need to worry about facing a demon alone. But this is war, there is no guarantees here and no telling what will happen. We can not promise your safety, and we hope you will do whatever you can to help." He stated. 
 
      
 
    Alicia was standing beside Adamus and seemed to be zoning out, but suddenly she snapped back to reality and turned to him. "Adamus we need to move." She interrupted. "I was watching the battlefield, they breached our defenses. The elves guarding the gate were taken by surprise by an attack on their flank from demons that must have come from another rift, the outpost was lost and only a few of the guards are still alive. They know we are coming and are resisting with everything they have." 
 
      
 
    Adamus grit his teeth and signed "split into your segments, begin moving towards the rift. Esyll bring the humans to the segment with the scientists. Also get two healers to join that group, Cora and one other." 
 
      
 
    "We already have Lillith, so we'll just get Cora." Esyll answered as she rushed off to find Cora. 
 
      
 
    The entire army started splitting into groups of 50-100 soldiers each while Adamus and Alissa moved to the front. Esyll lead the four Alphas to a group of 30 elves including Cora and Lillith in the back of the army. Then Adamus gave a gesture towards the surrounding forest and suddenly all the trees stood up and moved aside to clear a path. Mendelen skimmed over the soldiers, the front lines had most of the armored elves equipped with melee weapons, the middle lines had archers and riflemen with a moderate mix of elves carrying melee weapons to protect the back lines. The back lines consisted of more archers, the group of scientists, a group of healers, a group of elves carrying RPGs with a few mages accompanying them, and just a couple swordsmen to keep them protected. Every elf carried a pistol with them now as a secondary to their primary weapon. And all of the elves that had guns as a primary carried a sword as a secondary. 
 
      
 
    Once the trees cleared the path Adamus shouted out "We are taking the first step in turning this war around. With this step the end of this war is in sight! Send them back to hell!" As he shouted he and Alicia began running through the path cleared by the trees, and like a stampede the entire army followed them in formation, most of the shouting in agreement with Adamus as they ran. 
 
      
 
    The rift was not far, once they got through the southern side of the forest they could see the smoke in the distance and the towering flames of what used to be the elves defenses. And within a few more seconds of running Adamus began issuing orders as demons started coming into sight. 
 
      
 
    The scientists group and the alphas within it veered off to the side, along with the archers and RPG branch of elves, while the rest of the forces hit the demons head on. Adamus and Alicia could be seen leaving the front lines and moving to meet up with the archers that were moving off to the side. Once there Alicia sat down cross-legged and focused, then suddenly her signet ring flashed and what looked like a mist left her body and turned into a spiritual form of Alicia. Adamus stood beside her and focused on the plant life, he could feel the footsteps of every elf and demon on the battlefield and could view the battle from any spot in the grass. "Scientists move up the flanks on the east and approach the rift. Alicia, I will take command of the soldiers on the west half of our forces, and will lead them to flank from the west. I need you to lead the forces on the east half, push forwards and make a wedge cutting off the demons from the scientist group." 
 
      
 
    "On it!" Alicia's spirit said before flying off over the battlefield. With her spirit, she could watch the battle from above and fly down to issue commands to groups as needed. And with Adamus's own signet essentially allowing him to do the same thing only from the grass below their feet, it offered a massive tactical advantage over the demon leaders who could only lead the battle from within the fighting, where they couldn't see everything. 
 
      
 
    The four Alphas could see the demon forces and scanned the battlefield ahead of them. The vast majority of them looked like warped and distorted versions of humans, elves, dwarves and a few other humanoid races. They looked mostly like their original race but were distorted in demonic ways, having horns, claws, almost scale-like skin. Those were the lesser demons, they were not armored and carried melee weapons. The second most common demons were the normal demons, they no longer resembled their original race these ones looked completely demonic with horns, claws, spikes, fangs, and red glowing eyes. But they remained somewhat humanoid in general shape, they were lightly armored and also equipped with melee weapons. Beyond them were the pure demons, they stood 8 feet tall with hooves for legs and four arms. All their veins were bright red, they had massive horns on their head like minotaurs and were huge, bulky demons. Their skin looked like metallic skin and they were covered in what expert mages would know to be blood magic scars. These had no armor or weapons, but they were massive and could be seen using incredibly powerful magic. Leading the demons were greater demons, they were the least common but there was still at least sixty of them. They stood at a intimidating 10 feet tall and were massively muscular. They had mammoth tusks, huge bone-spikes sticking out of the back of their neck all the way down their spine. Horns, claws, hooves, a monstrously demonic appearance. Their scary and intimidating form was only made worse by the massive and heavy set of armor they wore which was adorned in even more spikes and skulls. All of them wielded utterly massive weapons, the one Mendelen could see closest to them carried two battleaxes, each of which were bigger than his own body. And he remembered being told earlier, both greater demons and pure demons were masters of at least two magical elements. It was starting to sink in for all of the Alphas, the elves were serious when they said that they were nowhere near strong enough to help in this battle. 
 
      
 
    "Cloak up!" Esyll called out to one of the mages traveling with the group. Zanath recognized the man as the light mage who had broken the solar panels previously. The man focused for a moment. Suddenly everything around them disappeared, it looked like they were inside of a big black orb. In reality, the light mage had just stopped all light from entering or reflecting off the area around them, rendering them invisible, then lit the inside of the area so they could see. Several scientists in the group were carrying the large machine and solar panels to power it, they moved towards the center as the rest encircled them and the group began moving towards the rift. "Alicia, guide us, we can't see beyond our cloak." Esyll instructed. 
 
      
 
    "Just keep going straight, I will guide you." Alicia called out from above and the group marched forward. 
 
      
 
    [Location: Front Lines] 
 
      
 
    Alicia's spirit signaled for the archers in the back lines to spread out and form a crescent as she lead the front lines straight into battle. Following her orders the armored melee soldiers charged at the demons. Directly in front of them was a pure demon leading forty lesser demons split into four rows of ten in front of the pure demon. As the elven lines charged at them the pure demon gave out an order and the lesser demons unleashed a hail of fire and ice. Hundreds of fireballs and sharp ice spikes were fired at the elven lines. As the lessers unleashed their small attacks the pure demon took a deep breath and slammed his hands together once, then suddenly spat out a fireball. It started off at the size of an egg, but as it flew towards the soldiers it rapidly grew to the size of a house. 
 
      
 
    As all these attacks flew towards the elven front lines Alicia shouted out "Now!" Suddenly two of the elven mages waved their staves and the ground under the feet of the elven front lines opened up and they all fell into the hole, then the ground closed behind them and they disappeared. All the fireballs and ice shards slammed into the ground and hit nothing. The house-sized fireball from the pure demon struck the ground and exploded, the explosion was massive and powerful enough to make everyone nearby stumble. The demons marched forwards towards the exposed elven back lines, all cautious and waiting for the elves to reappear somewhere, when suddenly 30 rockets came flying out from the smoke, fired by the lines of RPG elves that had been behind the front lines. 
 
      
 
    A third of the lesser demons waved their arms upwards and created an ice-wall in front of the incoming rockets to block them, but they had never seen such weapons before and didn't know what they did. The first few rockets hit the ice and exploded, destroying the wall, leaving the demons wide open to the rest. The next several rockets flew into the demon's front lines, exploding and killing off thirty of the lesser demons. As the pure demon saw the rockets incoming it cast another spell and created a black chain connecting it to one of the other lesser demons. As several rockets struck the pure demon, it's life-link spell caused the lesser demon to take all of the damage instead leaving the pure demon completely unharmed by the attack. However, a fresh blood magic wound could be seen on it's side from it's previous fireball attack. 
 
      
 
    Before the smoke from the rocket's explosions even had time to clear the elven rangers had already fired a volley of arrows into the sky, all these arrows came raining down on the demons from above. The pure demon was quick to shield itself by making an ice ceiling above it's head but several more lesser demons were picked off in the volley. Then the elven frontline soldiers all suddenly sprung out of the ground right next to the demons after the last arrows fell and immediately attacked. Several more lesser demons were taken out by the surprise attack, but the couple remaining managed to fight back. The more skilled elves focused out the pure demon while the novices aimed for the lesser demons. While more lesser demons began rushing in to replace the dead ones. 
 
      
 
    As two elven soldiers sprung out of the ground around a lesser demon one of the elves slashed their sword at it from the front. The lesser demon blocked with it's own sword, using it's superhuman strength to overpower the elf and shove him backwards to the ground. The second elf came up behind it and took a stab at the lesser demon from behind but the demon heard her coming and jumped forwards to evade the stab, with a wave of it's hand it turned the ground under her feet to ice and threw her off balance as she slid on the ice. The elven woman stumbled on the ice trying to regain her balance, and as soon as the demon saw this it snapped it's fingers and made an ice spike shoot up from the ice under her feet. 
 
      
 
    The elven woman jumped backwards to dodge the spike, but as she was in mid-air from her jump the demon hurled it's sword at her. She couldn't dodge again fast enough and was in no position to block. The sword struck her in the chest and pierced her armor, but the armor stopped it from killing her. She was knocked to the ground and immediately yanked the sword out of her chest as she tried to get back up. 
 
      
 
    The other elven soldier had gotten up by now and got close enough to the demon again to attack, he slashed at the now unarmed demon, but the demon used its enhanced speed to sidestep the blade and blew a gust of frozen air on the elf's sword-arm. Covering the arm in ice so he could not swing again, then the demon clapped its hands and focused on the woman getting up. Suddenly ice appeared under her feet again, then the ice sprang upwards and engulfed her, freezing her into a solid ice-cube. The other elf slammed his frozen arm into a rock and shattered the ice, freeing his arm as he turned his attention back to the lesser demon. The demon held out it's arms and made an ice sword appear in it's hand then charged at the elven soldier. Seeing this the elven soldier grabbed his pistol with one hand and kept his sword in his other hand and charged the lesser demon. Again they clashed swords but this time as the demon overpowered him and shoved him back to the ground the elf pulled up his pistol and fired three shots at the demon, one of which hit the demon in the head, killing it on the spot. One lesser demon down only a couple hundred or so more to go, not counting all the stronger ones. The remaining soldier looked around, his nearby allies were fighting the other lesser demons and the pure demon. Beyond that hundreds of skirmishes just like this were happening all over the place. Deciding to stay with his group he moved to assist with the nearest lesser demon. 
 
      
 
    The more skilled elven soldiers targeted the pure demon. Eight of them surrounded the massive beast and moved in from all angles. As they charged in the pure demon stomped a hoof on the ground and suddenly all the ground around it turned into ice, causing the eight attacking elves to all start slipping and stumbling on the ice. As soon as the ice appeared the demon slammed two of it's hands together and sent out a fiery explosion in all directions. Two of the elves were badly burnt and incapacitated by the attack, two of them held up their hands and created a bubble of water around them to protect themselves from the flames, and then jumped up as a large wave appeared under their feet and carried them closer to the demon. Another elf jumped incredibly high and landed off the ice further away from the demon and the flames. One of them waved their arms and made a flat wall-like barrier of magic appear in front of herself and her two nearest allies to shield them from the flames. Then she created a flat barrier over the ice and ran across it, using her superhuman speed to close in on the demon incredibly fast. The two allies she had shielded also jumped onto her carpet-barrier and used it as a bridge over the ice as they moved in. 
 
      
 
    As the barrier woman and her two allies rushed in the water-elves fired powerful jets of water at the demon from two sides. The demon attempted to freeze the water, but they just kept firing more and the frozen section ended up just being pushed aside from the force. The jets pushed the demon and made it stumble towards her as the barrier-woman moved in and slashed her axe for the demon's side. The demon stumbled right into the blow and shouted out in pain as the axe cut deeply into its ribs, but then it swung its arm at the woman to swat her away. The woman created a bubble-like barrier around herself to protect herself as the demon struck her, the blow knocked her back but she was otherwise unharmed. Her two allies rushed in to repeat her maneuver but as they moved in closer the demon slammed a fist into the barrier they were running ontop of and shattered it, causing them to fall back onto the ice. As they fell two ice spikes sprung out of the ground underneath them, one of them used his own ice magic to shove the spike under himself back into the ground. The other quickly threw her shield under her feet so that her shield hit the spike and she landed on the shield right after, allowing her to jump off it and stab her sword into the side of the pure demon's neck. As her body flew over the pure demon's shoulder she held onto her sword, dragging the tip of it through the demon's shoulder and then down it's back as she fell behind it, leaving one very long but shallow cut all the way down. 
 
      
 
    The demon roared out in pain and stumbled backwards. The two elves surfing on waves moved in for the kill. The first one lunged in with a claymore sword to strike the demon's head while it was recoiling in pain, but the demon was too quick, it's upper left arms grabbed the elf out of the air. The demon suddenly glowed a bright red as it then took its upper right arm and slammed its fist into the hand that was grabbing the elf. The elf was crushed to death instantly by the demon's superhuman strength, and through the demon's Aether: black magic the elf's life force was absorbed into the demon. Every wound the pure demon had healed in an instant as it stole the life from the dead elf, except for one new slash that appeared across the demon's back from the use of blood magic again. 
 
      
 
    The demon, now mostly unharmed, threw the crushed remains of the dead elf at the other surfing elf knocking him off his wave of water. As he fell to the ground an ice spike sprang out of the ground underneath him, but he was quick to hit himself with a jet of water and push himself off the ice and away from the spike. The demon then stomped his foot and a trail of sparks suddenly raced across the ground towards the water-elf. The elf landed on the ground right as the sparks reached his feet, and seeing the sparks he immediately jumped high into the air to dodge whatever they were going to do. Suddenly incredibly powerful flames exploded out of the ground into a towering pillar of fire, engulfing the elf in the flames. The elf's burnt corpse fell out of the pillar of flames and lifelessly hit the ground, the flames had been so hot that part of the elf's armor had started to melt, just a little. Everyone felt the massive wave of heat from that blow. 
 
      
 
    "Cassi! Shield everyone!" Alicia called out from above, and following instructions the barrier woman pressed her hands together as if she was praying and focused, creating a powerful barrier around herself and her surviving nearby allies. The blonde elven woman then looked up to alicia's spirit for further instruction. But before she could ask another volley of arrows and five rockets rained down on the pure demon. Using it's superhuman speed the pure demon ducked, bobbed, weaved, and dodged most of the incoming fire but was struck by several arrows and took a rocket to the leg. It almost lost it's leg from the explosion and fell to the ground, crippled. It shouted out an order to a nearby lesser demon, whom turned and ran to the pure demon's aid. 
 
      
 
    "Go! Finish it off!" Alicia called out as she flew off to direct the back lines to fire at another target in a different skirmish. The surviving elves all started moving in to land the finishing blow, but the superhuman speed of the lesser demon was just a little faster than the fastest elves here, the lesser demon made it there first. And as soon as it got there the pure demon reached up and grabbed the lesser demon by the head, then slammed its head into the ground, killing its own ally on the spot. That red aura appeared around the pure demon as it absorbed the life from it's slain ally, and all of its wounds healed again. As everyone closed in on it the pure demon sprang to its feet and slammed all four arms into the ground. Thousands of huge ice spikes began springing up from the ice everywhere around it, and yet another massive blood magic wound appeared on the creature's chest. All of the elves managed to dodge this attack, they jumped high into the air but had nowhere to land with all the spikes below them. But Cassie was quick on the draw, she focused and created a floating barrier platform under herself and all of her allies so they could safely land in the air high above the spikes. "Open fire!" Cassie called out as herself and her three surviving allies pulled out their pistols and began firing down on the demon as fast as they could. 
 
      
 
    The pure demon threw its arms over it's head to try and block the bullets but was shot numerous times before it could summon an ice ceiling above itself to protect itself from the attacks. 
 
      
 
    "It is getting worn down from magic overuse! It's slower than before. Emar, tear the ice apart with your own ice control, force it to keep its focus on keeping its shield intact. Other guy, keep shooting even if the ice is there. Suki back me up I'm ending this!" She ordered her friends, and that one other guy. 
 
      
 
    "Right behind you!" The black haired girl with the shield called out. As Cassie jumped down towards the spikes Suki jumped down with her, they both landed on a lower barrier-platform just above the spikes and rushed across it towards the demon while it was distracted. Emar began using his control over ice magic to fight with the demon for control over the ice ceiling, he began trying to force it to tear apart, forcing the demon to continue exerting energy to pull it back together, locking them both in a struggle for control over the ice. A struggle that the demon was winning. As they fought over the ice Cassie and Suki rushed in under the ceiling and got in close to the demon. 
 
      
 
    "Suki, catch!" Cassie called out as the demon turned on them and attempted to slam all four of it's arms down to crush them. The demon was almost twice their size, and with it's superhuman strength one blow would be enough to kill them on the spot. Cassie jumped back to evade the attack. 
 
      
 
    "Got it!" Suki called out as she rushed past Cassie, right in front of the incoming fists of the greater demon. She dropped her weapons and as the fists came towards her she reached out and grabbed the first two of them. She slid backwards but managed to catch the demon's arms and match it's superhuman strength with her own. As the other two fists missed Cassie and hit the ground Cassie rushed forwards, she ran past using her superhuman speed to get right up in front of the demon before it could swing at her again. As she moved in, a circle with an odd symbol appeared under her feet, and as soon as she stepped into it the circle burst and launched her up at the demon's face with incredible speeds and with a lot of force. Using the speed to move too fast for the demon to evade and the force to make her attack much stronger, she slammed the blade of her axe into the demon's neck in an upward swing and took it's head clean off in one blow. She almost flew high enough to hit the ice ceiling above the demon after passing it. As she fell back down the pure demon's body lifelessly collapsed to the ground. 
 
      
 
    The four survivors of this mini battle regrouped next to the corpse and looked at the others from their group fighting the lesser demons around them. This battle was far from over, that was only one small group of demons out of the entire sea ahead of them and other demons were already closing in on them. Cassie focused and created a large dome-like barrier around them to give the group a moment to breathe. 
 
      
 
    "The lower ranks are falling to the lesser demons, we should help them." Suki stated. 
 
      
 
    "We can't." Cassie replied. "We need to find the next pure or greater demon that isn't already being attacked by our allies and focus it out." 
 
      
 
    "But the rest of our group will die." Emar interjected. 
 
      
 
    "I know." Cassie stated grimly. "They are soldiers and they knew what they were getting into. Some may die, yes, but a lot more will die if we don't take out the greater and pure demons before those guys reach the rookies on the front lines. If those guys get anywhere near the rookies, the rookies are screwed. It falls on us, and the rest of the veterans out there, to step up and clear the big guys, we need to trust the rookies to handle themselves and keep the little guys off our backs." 
 
      
 
    Suki and Emar nodded. Then Cassie spoke again. "You, other guy. What's your name?" 
 
      
 
    "Stashi" The man answered. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, Stashi. You held your own pretty well there. Follow my lead and come with us, we can use your help." Cassie stated as she took down her barrier and prepared to move on. 
 
      
 
    "Who died and put you in charge missy? Alicia leads us." Stashi stated as he reloaded his pistol. 
 
      
 
    "Alicia does lead us. But she isn't here right now and is probably busy leading everyone else, the more time we waste sitting around waiting for her orders the more people die. I lead my two friends, you either follow my lead and come with us or see how well you do fighting alone. Your choice." Cassie stated firmly. "Let's go guys." She added before turning and running off towards the nearest pure demon she could see. Suki and Emar followed right behind her. 
 
      
 
    "Point taken." Stashi replied before turning to follow the others. 
 
      
 
    There was line after line of normal and lesser demons ahead of them, and they were not about to let the elves past. Three normal demons stepped forward and held one arm out as if to signal "stop", and immediately three massive flamethrower-like flames blasted out of their hands at the incoming elves. "Throwing them back!" Cassie called out. With a wave of her hand Aether-element glyphs appeared on the ground underneath the feet of the demons. 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Emar called back. As he ran he clapped his hands together and an icy mist burst out of the ground under the flames. Extinguishing them instantly before they could even get close to burning the elves. Then with a wave of his right arm ice spikes sprang up two feet behind the demons tilted at an angle to point at the demon's backs. 
 
      
 
    The demons had been too focused on their attacks to notice the glyphs. Cassie snapped her fingers and the glyphs let out a flash of light, and suddenly the three normal demons were thrown backwards and were impaled on the spikes behind them. The demons let out a screech of pain before they began struggling to pull themselves off the spikes, but it was over.. Emar closed his hand into a fist and twisted his arm, and suddenly multiple spikes of ice sprang out of the ice spikes, impaling the demons from the front, back, and within and killing the three of them on the spot. The noise drew the attention of the other nearby lessers and normal demons who turned on them and began throwing fireballs and ice shards from all directions at the group. 
 
      
 
    Cassie waved her arms in a circular motion over her head once, creating a smaller dome-like barrier around the group to block the incoming fire. "Fire all ranged attacks at the ones blocking the path. Ignore the rest. Barrier won't hold for long, don't waste it." 
 
      
 
    The group nodded, Emar focused and began taking control of many of the ice spikes that were being thrown at them, and redirected most of them at the demons in front of them. Suki, Cassie, and Stashi grabbed their pistols and began shooting at anything standing in their path. The demons ahead of them either got shot down or were forced to move aside to evade fire, allowing the elves to rush through. 
 
      
 
    [Location: East Flank] 
 
      
 
    Further off to the eastern side of the battlefield the Alphas and scientists had made it more then half way across the field when suddenly they heard a voice. "Do not be alarmed." Adamus stated. "Your stealth group is about to cross paths with one of my stealth rifle groups. Please do not panic and attack each other on sight." 
 
      
 
    "Got it sir." Esyll answered. Within just a few more steps their invisibility bubble merged with the bubble of another group of elves. Alicia's spirit could be seen in the bubble along with one mage who was creating the invisibility dome and ten elves carrying rifles. 
 
      
 
    "But ma'am, once we open fire won't they know where we are?" One of the elves asked. 
 
      
 
    Alicia's spirit shook her head. "No. These new things shoot very tiny projectiles which are hard to see, and the demons still don't know what these weapons are. They won't be able to see the shots because they won't know what to look for. Now, aim anywhere between ten and twelve that is where there is nothing but demons. Make sure you're not all aiming at the same spot. Once you hear the signal just shoot a full magazine randomly into that area. There's enough demons there that you're bound to hit most of your shots. Then reload and wait for instructions on where to aim next" 
 
      
 
    "Where are the rest of the riflemen?" One elf asked. 
 
      
 
    "Scattered around the field, same as you. We are going to signal all of the scattered groups at the same time, the demons in the back lines will be taking a hail of bullets and rockets from almost every direction all at once. We will attack in short bursts, move between bursts, and attack different areas each time so they can't just seal themselves in an ice dome or something. Well, they can still do that but by the time they do we'll be shooting somewhere else so it won't matter." Alicia instructed. 
 
      
 
    The Alphas and scientists did not stop to watch, they kept moving forwards and soon left the bubble of the riflemen. They were once again in their own invisibility dome, unable to see the area outside the dome. But they could hear the battle raging not far away, and just a moment later they heard Adamus's voice shout "Fire!" and immediately after they heard gunfire from many locations both near and far, including the group they just passed. 
 
      
 
    [Location: Above the Battlefield] 
 
      
 
    Alicia's spirit flew up high as she watched from above as all the groups opened fire on the demons. Over a thousand bullets, poured into the crowd and she watched as hundreds of demons, mostly the small ones, were killed off, putting a noticeable dent in their ranks. 
 
      
 
    "Second team, fire!" She called out. Suddenly several floating boulders appeared out of thin air beside her. Each one had an earth mage using magic to make the boulder levitate, a light mage making it invisible, and several elves carrying RPGs. The light elves ended the invisibility spell so the RPG elves could see. Once the elves could see, they all took aim at any big demons they could see and rained down rockets. At the same time the rows of archers in the far back lines let loose a hail of arrows into the center of the demon's forces. The demons had a terrifying advantage in close quarters, but the elves by far held the advantage for long ranged combat especially with their newly acquired weapons. One elf alone typically stood no chance against anything above a normal demon, with the exception of the highly skilled ones. But when grouped up like this there was no better force in the world for unleashing sheer devastation from incredibly long ranges. Although, all of this was dependent on Alicia and Adamus's ability to watch and command the entire battlefield from a safe distance. Without them, these coordinated attacks would be near impossible to pull off. 
 
      
 
    Seconds after the rockets and arrows struck the retaliation fire came at them. Thousands of fireballs, ice shards, and sparks amping up to turn into massive explosions flew back up at the RPG elves in the sky. "Block and get back to the ground! The same trick won't work twice." Alicia's spirit called out. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly a massive jet of flames burst out of a greater demon on the ground. Blasting all the way up to the rocks and striking one of them. The fire blast was big enough to engulf the floating stone and killed the elves on it. Then the greater demon swept the beam to the side striking three other stones and killing the elves on them before the others could block the incoming flames. The surviving Earth mages turned their stone boulder into a stone ball, with the elves safe on the inside, the flames and ice struck the outside of the stones and did nothing to the elves inside. The second mages on the rocks began summoning more rockets for the RPG elves to reload as the earth mages moved the rocks back to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Alicia turned her attention back to the battlefield. The elven front lines on the northern end of the battlefield were buckling, but so far were keeping the demons out of the back lines. Alicia knew there was only a little time left before the front lines were too broken and scattered to stop the demons from rushing through to the back. She was about to assist them when she saw the demons retaliating against Adamus's invisible rifle groups. The pure demons in the back who were not yet in combat began blindly firing explosive fire blasts and fireballs randomly out into the southern and western fields. The greater demon who had taken down the elves on the rocks began rushing towards the eastern side of the field and Alicia knew exactly what he was going to do. "No!" Alicia nearly shouted. There was no time to warn everyone, Alicia's spirit rushed straight down towards the east side. 
 
      
 
    [Location: East Flank] 
 
      
 
    The scientists and Alphas were moving forwards, slowly approaching the southern end of the battlefield where the Rift was. They were cut off from everything, they could hear the battle but the invisibility bubble prevented them from seeing outside the dome. They had no idea how the battle was going, and could only hope for the best. Suddenly Alicia's spirit flew into the bubble at incredibly fast speeds and screamed out "Everyone get down!" 
 
      
 
    Esyll, Lillith, Cora, the four Alphas, and a few scientists all immediately dropped to lay flat on their stomachs on the ground. Not even half a second later that massive beam of flames swept over their heads narrowly missing them. The mage, and all the scientists who had not dropped to the ground fast enough were caught in the beam and killed instantly in the flames. Everyone who did survived and dodged the attack, but sustained severe 2nd degree burns on the side of their body that had been facing the fire. The grass all around them caught fire, their invisibility bubble popped and all at once they could see the surrounding battlefield, and the demons on the battlefield could see them. They saw the seven other stealth groups that had been on the eastern side, all reduced to nothing more than burnt corpses so fast they hadn't even made a sound. 
 
      
 
    "Don't move!" Alicia called out. "Deal with being on fire for a second and play dead so the big one goes away!" 
 
      
 
    "Don't shout it out" Mendelen quietly stated through grit teeth, trying very hard not to scream despite being on fire. 
 
      
 
    "Her spirit can only be seen or heard by those she allows. Or very skilled mages." Cora answered surprisingly calmly. 
 
      
 
    They remained still for a moment before the greater demon turned away and rushed off to rejoin the battle, assuming everyone to be dead. 
 
      
 
    "Alright it's clear to move." Alicia called out. Estellese stumbled to her feet and in spite of her burns walked out of the flames, shaking from the sheer pain. Cora and Lillith stood up and easily stepped out of the flames, unharmed, but nobody else did. The others just shouted out in pain when they tried, the burns were too severe for them to move. "Cora give the group some inconspicuous cover. Lillith help Cora heal everyone. I'm going to send some-" Alicia started but stopped. 
 
      
 
    Estellese, Lillith, and Cora turned to Alicia's spirit who looked confused. "What Adamus?" Alicia asked. "They broke through already? Shit!" Alicia then turned back to the others with a panicked look on her face and spoke so fast she almost couldn't be understood. "Adamus and I are under attack I must go. I'm sorry you're on your own for a while." As soon as the words left her mouth her spirit suddenly disappeared. 
 
      
 
    "Lillith, heal Estellese since she's already out of the flames." Cora instructed before she focused and made several vines spring out of the ground. "I'm sorry everyone, this is going to hurt." She warned before making the vines each grab the legs of one of the burning survivors, then the vines promptly yanked the survivors out of the flames accompanied by most of them screaming out in pain. Cora then focused and made the grass that was feeding the flames shrink away into the ground, leaving the flames with nothing left to burn and causing them to go out. She then made the grass grow back tall enough for them to hide in when crouched and began healing them. 
 
      
 
    Lillith's hand began glowing a light blue as she rushed over to Estellese to start healing her, both of them ducked down in the grass. "You're pretty tough to move with burns this bad." Lillith commented. 
 
      
 
    Estellese just shrugged. "How did you and Cora not get burnt?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "We did." Lillith answered. "We just healed ourselves while playing dead." 
 
      
 
    "What do we do if that happens again?" Estellese asked. "We can't keep stopping to heal everyone." 
 
      
 
    "The mage who cast the invisibility spell is dead. We need to make it the rest of the way without the invisibility. On the plus side that means we can see the attack incoming." Lillith stated. Pausing for a moment to shift Estellese so she could resume healing the burns. "Cora may not be a combat mage, but she can protect us from such attacks. She knows some Aether magic and can make some minor barriers. Now that we are visible you may see combat though, be ready for that." 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded. "We are as ready as we'll ever be." She said. 
 
      
 
    "Take a moment to mentally prepare yourself, there's several wounded. Even with Cora's expertise in healing and my assistance, this is going to take a few minutes." Lillith stated. 
 
      
 
    [Location: Far Back Lines] 
 
      
 
    There was a loud clashing of metal inches away from her face. Alicia opened her eyes and looked up to see a normal demon standing right infront of her. His sword inches away from her head clashing with Adamus's sword. She rolled to the side and glanced back to see that Adamus had been behind her, reaching over her head to block the sword from striking her. In a quick and swift movement Adamus shifted his sword and stabbed the demon. She drew her sword, what had happened to the guards that had been stationed next to them? She looked around to see corpses spread across the grass around them, a few of them were normal demons, three of them were pure demons, but the majority were the guards. Another quick glance told her why they were all dead, if the three pure demons were not enough, there was two greater demons not far from them and three normal demons still alive. Alicia caught the last few seconds as the three remaining guards struck down one of the greater demons. 
 
      
 
    And that greater demon was not going down without a fight, as one of the guards stabbed a sword into the beast's heart the demon knew it had mere seconds left to live. In one final act of defiance it slammed its fists together and cast a blood magic spell so powerful it cleaved two massive and deep slashes down the demon's torso. The demon let out an icy explosion turning itself and the three guards around it into one big ice-ball. Then, the ice ball shattered leaving nothing left of the demon and guards that had been trapped within it. 
 
      
 
    "Alicia, fall back." Adamus stated. 
 
      
 
    "We are the only ones left Adamus! You can't take that thing alone nevermind that and three little ones!" Alicia insisted. 
 
      
 
    "You are the princess Alicia, you can't take risks like-" 
 
      
 
    "Now is not the time!" Alicia interrupted. She watched as the greater demon charged at them. The demon stood 10 feet tall and was bulky. It had mammoth tusks, huge bone-spikes sticking out of the back of its neck neck all the way down their spine. Horns, claws, hooves, a monstrously demonic appearance and face. It also wore thick, heavy armor adorned with more spikes and skulls and carried two utterly massive battleaxes. The three normal demons spread out and followed the greater demon, two on its left and one on the right. 
 
      
 
    "Alicia" Adamus started, but seeing the look of determination on her face he knew she wasn't going to leave. "I'm going to distract the big one, I need you to take out the little ones and-" 
 
      
 
    "Hey! I can take on the big one too!" Alicia interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "I know. I was saying help me with the big one after the little ones." Adamus finished. The demons were getting close now, they had to move. Adamus grabbed an arrow and the tip of the arrow let off a light-blue glow before he fired it off at the greater demon. 
 
      
 
    As expected the greater demon dodged the arrow, but as it flew past the arrow created a massive gust of wind that blew the greater demon and the three normal demons back several feet. The greater demon and one normal demon were thrown off to the right, while the other two normal demons were thrown off to the left. In the blink of an eye Adamus had already notched and fired another arrow, this one with a purple glowing tip. His arrow struck the ground next to the greater demon and suddenly turned into a large purple orb that appeared to be sucking everything nearby towards it. Pulling the greater demon and normal demon in. 
 
      
 
    Alicia saw her opening and dashed off towards the two normal demons on the left. Reaching a sprint speed of 30 miles per hour she was closing the distance incredibly fast. One of the normal demons threw three fireballs at her but with her incredible speeds and agility she slid beneath them all, predicting the ice demon's next move. At the exact moment she went to slide the ice demon turned the ground under her feet to ice, trying to make her trip into the flames but instead making her slide even faster right to them. It realized its mistake immediately but not had time to change the ice back to dirt before she was ontop of them. At the end of her slide she sprang onto her feet and lunged at it. The ice demon immediately tried to stab her while she was in mid-air and unable to dodge but Alicia's sword suddenly glowed a bright white and she slashed the demon's sword with her own, slicing it in half. The demon's sword struck her in the chest, but by then it was broken and could not pierce her light armor. Alicia slammed feet-first into the demon, knocking it to the ground as she landed on her feet, standing on it's chest. The fire demon spat out a stream of flames, like a flamethrower, at Alicia to try and get her off his ally but she ducked underneath it again. As she ducked she stabbed her sword down into the ice demon's head. 
 
      
 
    The fire demon stomped its foot on the ground and suddenly Alicia felt a powerful heat from the ground underneath her. She dove to the side and tucked into a roll, barely getting out of the way before the ground under her feet exploded in flames. As she recovered from her roll she reached into her pouch and threw a handful of very tiny needles at the demon, aiming for a few small areas where there were gaps in its armor. The needles were so tiny they couldn't be seen, and thus could not be dodged. The demon felt several of them strike its arms near the joints and almost immediately it lost all feeling in its arms. It was paralyzed. 
 
      
 
    Alicia was about to move in for the kill when Adamus shouted out "dodge!" Alicia jumped backwards as quickly as she could and saw what looked like a black fireball fly past her. She dodged it, but it changed directions in mid-air and struck Alicia anyways. She was unharmed by it but a black aura surrounded Alicia and she dropped to one knee, feeling her stamina being drained out of her. Every move she made, even the tiniest movement, felt completely exhausting and she was starting to pant lightly. She looked up to see the greater demon struggling to stand up while the gravity field Adamus had fired still continued pulling it and the other demon to the ground. She glanced back to Adamus to see that he also had a black aura surrounding him, he was struck by the same spell and was struggling to stay standing due to all the energy being drained from him. 
 
      
 
    Adamus notched an arrow on his bow, this one with a golden glow, then he took aim at the greater demon. The demon saw Adamus as the immediate threat, it turned to him and formed an ice-ball in its hand then promptly threw it at Adamus. As soon as Adamus saw the attack coming he turned and fired his arrow at Alicia instead. The arrow flew through the air and struck the ground right next to Alicia, then in a blinding flash of light Adamus disappeared. Where he had previously been standing, his arrow laid on the ground and where his arrow had struck he now stood. 
 
      
 
    The ice ball flew to where Adamus had been before teleporting and exploded sending shards of ice in every direction. However, Adamus was long gone now. "Focus your energy into dispelling this curse!" Adamus called out. Alicia nodded and focused, then Adamus placed his hand on her head and he too focused on it. The two of them together were able to overpower the demon's magic and dispel the curse. The black aura around Alicia disappeared stopped sapping her energy, she lost a lot of her stamina in the process but she was free now. 
 
      
 
    "I'll dispel the one on you." Alicia called out as she jumped to her feet and went to grab Adamus's arm to help him get the curse off himself. 
 
      
 
    "No time!" Adamus called out. His gravity spell wore off and the little purple orb faded away. The greater demon and the lesser demon who had been caught in it stumbled but were free, and the paralyzed demon was regaining feeling in its arms and was starting to rejoin the fight. The greater demon hurled one of its axes at Adamus and charged straight for them at incredible speeds, with the other demon right behind him running at inhuman speeds as well. The half paralyzed demon was cautiously approaching from the side, sword at the ready as the last few seconds of paralysis wore off. 
 
      
 
    Alicia cussed as she jumped to the side and yanked Adamus by his arm with her. She let him go at the end of her jump, throwing him a couple feet back as she took up a defensive stance, watching the greater demon as it charged straight at her. Adamus landed on his back and couldn't get back up with the curse still draining his energy. 
 
      
 
    The demon closed in on her within seconds and slammed its axe down at her with one arm. Alicia jumped back to avoid the blow but as soon as the axe struck the ground it let out a large explosion of flames that badly burnt Alicia. The second her feet touched the ground the greater demon was already on the attack again it made a motion as if it threw something and six massive ice spikes appeared and were thrown at Alicia. Using her inhuman speed and agility she ducked under the first spike then rolled to the side to evade the second and lunged mid-roll as far off to the side as she could to get clear of the rest of the attacks. The formerly paralyzed demon was right in front of her at the end of her lunge and it immediately slashed its sword for her ribs. Alicia ignored his attack and stabbed her sword straight through the demon's head. Trading blows. She let out a cry of pain as it cut through her armor due to its super strength, but it did not cut too deeply into her skin. It knocked her backwards, sending her skidding several feet across the ground before she was able to flip onto her feet and regain her bearings again. 
 
      
 
    But it was only for a fleeting second, the greater demon was already in front of her again, it swung both axes horizontally at her, one sword aiming high for her neck the other aiming low for her legs to ensure she would not jump over or duck under them. With the extended reach of both massive axes dodging forward or back would also be pointless and the axes were coming from the sides so she couldn't dodge that way either. Alicia hopped forwards and flattened her body out as if she were laying down, narrowly slipping in between the axes. As soon as the axes passed by her she tucked into a roll and hit the ground, then sprang up at the greater demon. Her sword emitted a white glow again as she slashed for the closest important thing the short girl could hit on the huge demon. Her sword, embedded with magic, sliced clean through the demon's armor and cut its right arm clean off at the elbow. The demon roared out in pain and took a deep breath, Alicia knew what was coming next. While in mid-air she kicked the demon's stomach hard enough to push herself away from it just in time to avoid the demon blasting flames out of its mouth at where she had previously been. 
 
      
 
    The other demon hadn't been able to help without risking striking the greater demon or getting hit by it. But as soon as Alicia jumped away from the greater demon it saw its opportunity and moved in. It moved right behind where Alicia was about to land and fired three ice spikes up at her back, then prepared to strike her with its war hammer as soon as she landed. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly one of Adamus's air-element arrows flew past Alicia, the gust of wind that followed along behind it caught Alicia and pushed her away from the ice and the demons. She landed hard on her shoulder and shouted out in pain, but she at least didn't get impaled by the ice. Alicia struggled to get back on her feet, exhaustion and the severe pain from her wounds was setting in. 
 
      
 
    Adamus had pulled himself into a sitting position but even at that he was struggling to not fall over from sheer exhaustion. His arms were shaking as he forced himself to pull another arrow back on his bow, in this position he couldn't draw the arrow back far enough for it to be deadly but his magic arrows didn't need deadly force to work. 
 
      
 
    The greater demon paused for a moment to assess the situation, they had been ignoring Adamus under the assumption that he would be unable to fight with the curse on him. But now he was becoming a pest. The greater demon grunted something to the normal demon and gestured to Adamus with its only remaining arm, then it turned to Alicia. 
 
      
 
    The normal demon rushed at Adamus, forming an ice javelin in its hand and promptly throwing it at the crippled elf. In a bright flash of light Adamus disappeared again and was replaced with an arrow, one of his teleport arrows he had fired off somewhere else while they were fighting Alicia. The normal demon began looking around, trying to figure out where he went. As it skimmed the area it noticed that Adamus had been crawling around throughout the fight, leaving these teleport arrows everywhere. Suddenly there was another bright flash of light nearby and Adamus appeared ten feet away from the demon. When he appeared he was already drawing back an arrow with a blue-ish yellow glow, within a split second after appearing Adamus released the arrow. Not giving the demon even a second to react before the arrow struck it in the shoulder. It did not pierce deeply into the demon's skin, Adamus couldn't draw the bow back much in his condition, but as soon as the arrow struck its target a powerful electric shockwave burst out of the arrow and electrocuted the demon. The pulse paralyzed the demon's entire body and the demon collapsed to the ground. Taking a glance back to ensure that the greater demon wasn't coming, Adamus crawled forwards towards the paralyzed demon. Once he got close enough to reach it he grabbed an arrow and used the tip of the arrow to slit the demon's throat, killing it. 
 
      
 
    Adamus knew he needed to get this curse off himself, only a magic user could remove a curse like this from themselves and Adamus didn't know magic, he only knew spells and it wasn't enough. He needed someone else to get it off and Alicia wasn't going to be able to help while she was under attack. It was only a matter of time before the greater demon noticed he was still alive, or killed Alicia, he needed to get help immediately so he could get back into fighting condition. He took a teleport arrow and stuck it into the ground next to himself, then grabbed a second one and took aim high in the air above the battlefield. This would be risky, teleporting into the middle of battle in his condition, but he had to do something. He fired the arrow into the battlefield and teleported to it, having no idea who or what it would land next to. 
 
      
 
    The demon fighting Alicia was enraged now that it had lost its arm, it stomped its hoof and multiple lines of sparks rushed across the ground straight at Alicia. Alicia sprang off the ground and backwards just in time for the first chain to reach where she had been and burst into a massive fiery explosion. She saw the others still coming after her and began sprinting as fast as she could to the side to get out of the way. But the sparks curved and chased after her, even with her superhuman speeds they were gaining on her fast. She knew they wouldn't stop until they came close enough to explode, she had to fake them out. She stopped running and waited for the sparks to reach her, but as soon as she stopped the greater demon waved its arm upwards and an ice dome suddenly sprang out of the ground around Alicia trapping her inside where she wouldn't be able to evade the explosion. Alicia panicked and looked for a way out but the dome surrounded her on all sides and even had a ceiling, there was no opening to escape. Alicia cussed and her sword began glowing again as she sprinted at the nearest wall of the dome, she had only seconds before the sparks would catch up. 
 
      
 
    The greater demon on the outside of the dome sprinted towards it at its own super speeds and placed its good hand on the side of the dome, focusing its energy into the ice it made the inside walls of the ice all turn into spikes, then as the sparks caught up and caused the inside to explode the greater demon pushed on the ice dome and made the spiked walls collapse in on each other and slam together to crush anything remaining within it. But as the demon collapsed the dome it spotted a small hole cut into the back side of it, demons were intelligent creatures, it knew what that meant. It let out a roar of frustration and immediately jumped backwards, just barely in time to dodge Alicia's attack as she lunged in from the side. The demon focused and made a tall wall of fire ignite between itself and Alicia, then the wall suddenly flew forwards at Alicia while the demon grabbed control of the broken ice dome, turning the ice within the dome to hundreds of small spikes. It started rapidly firing off the spikes at Alicia from behind while the wall came at her from the front. 
 
      
 
    Alicia heard the ice moving behind her and saw the wall, she immediately used her incredible running speeds to sprint off to the side. Running out of the way of the flames and the initial attacks of the ice. The demon adjusted its aim as she ran and began firing volleys of fireballs at her, so the ice spikes came at her from behind and the fire from the side. Alicia kept her head down and ignored the ice, her armor protected her from ice shards at least until the demon used bigger and sharper magic ice, she turned to run straight at the demon again which meant running into the oncoming fireballs. She slid under the first one then sprang into a flip to jump over the next three, once she landed she sidestepped the next two. As she got closer to the greater demon it took in a deep breath again, She knew it was about to spit flames at her, and her sword began glowing. The greater demon bellowed out a massive wave of incredibly hot flames at her once she was in range, and Alicia ran straight into it. With the flames obscuring its vision of her she jumped at the demon, using its knee as a stepping stone she jumped again. The demon felt her step on its knee and immediately knew what she was doing, it dropped its axe and tried to use its hand to swat her away but was too slow she and stabbed her sword through the demon's head before it could reach her. Her armor piercing enchantment let the blade slice cleanly through the armor, skull, and everything else in the way, killing the beast on the spot. Its attack struck Alicia too late, but its claws sliced through her armor and gouged her side and its superhuman strength slammed her into the ground a few feet away. The demon collapsed to the ground moments after she was slammed back into the dirt. Alicia survived the blow, but was unconscious from slamming into the ground and too badly wounded to stand regardless. The impact had left her with numerous broken bones, she was badly burnt almost everywhere and had several cuts in her from the battle, including those deep slashes from the demon's claws. 
 
      
 
    As if on cue the second the battle ended a tall elven man wearing black robes walked over from behind a hill. he carried a massive claymore sword and had very long straight black hair that reached his waist. He didn't wear the fancy clothing the other elves had, his robes looked cheap and like they didn't fit in with everyone else in the village. He walked straight over to Alicia and stood above her for a moment, then he nudged her with his foot. He hissed in pain and jumped back when her armor burnt his foot, the metal armor was incredibly hot after being struck by the flames and was no doubt burning her as well. "Out cold, but still alive." The man murmured in an amused tone. 
 
      
 
    [Location: Front Lines] 
 
      
 
    Adamus appeared in the middle of the fighting on the front lines. He was lying on the ground surrounded by the corpses of elven soldiers and demons, he would have blended in and been undetectable if he didn't have a blatantly obvious black aura surrounding him. Thankfully, his accuracy had landed him on the elven side of the fight, there were more elves near him then demons. But as he looked around he noticed that most of the elves here were low ranked soldiers or newer recruits, and they were all being torn apart by the three nearby pure demons. Their sheer numbers of elves allowed them to constantly keep landing blows on the tall beasts, but the demons' mastery of Aether: Black magic and their near constant use of lifestealing spells was making the elven attacks completely useless, the pure demons healed off any damage they received. 
 
      
 
    "Hey!" Adamus called out to one of the passing elven soldiers. "Get this curse off me and I'll take them down." 
 
      
 
    The elf stopped and turned to him. "Adamus? What happened?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "A large group of demons ambushed Alicia and I, two of them were greater demons and one of those two cursed us both. I got Alicia's curse off her in time but she wasn't quick enough to get this one off me." Adamus answered. "I need to get back to her immediately." 
 
      
 
    The elven soldier nodded and placed a hand on Adamus's shoulder, they both focused and the curse was dispelled. "Go back to her, we will handle these things." The soldier stated. 
 
      
 
    "You're group is getting slaughtered, as much as I want to go back I have to trust Alicia to handle herself for a few seconds. I can't let these things break through to the back lines. They'll tear apart the archers." Adamus stated. 
 
      
 
    "A lot of normals and lessers did get through and are already after the archers, we are holding the big ones back as long as we can." The soldier informed him. 
 
      
 
    "You did good. The archers can handle the normals and lessers, they do have a few guards and these new gun things." Adamus replied. With the curse off him he stood up and stumbled a little, it had drained a massive amount of his energy but at least now he could stand and fight. He threw one teleport arrow into the ground under his feet, then drew a second one back on his bow and fired it up into the air. Within a split second he had already drawn and fired another one, this one an air-element arrow, aimed at the three pure demons. Then he pulled another back, this one glowing red, he aimed it at the ground under his feet and waited. 
 
      
 
    The air-element arrow caught the pure demons by surprise and sent them all stumbling backwards. There hadn't been any archers fighting them a moment ago, so once they regained their footing they skimmed the battlefield searching for said archer. The center one spotted Adamus and called out to its allies, signaling where the elven military commander was while the other two kept the low ranking elves at a distance. Then, suddenly, Adamus disappeared in a flash of light. Adamus teleported to the arrow he had fired into the air, which was now falling down on the pure demons from above. He was already aiming down so as soon as he appeared he fired straight down at the middle pure demon's head at almost point blank range. As soon as he fired the spell came into effect, and the arrow cloned itself seven times, turning into a hail of eight arrows firing down into the pure demon's head. The demon was killed on the spot and Adamus landed on its back, immediately firing another arrow into the side of the left pure demon's head. Adamus jumped off the corpse as the body began to fall over and jumped behind the demons. As he was in mid-air the two pure demons turned to face him and he fired another at the left one's head. This time the left demon saw it and created an ice wall to block it while the right pure demon created a wall of ice spikes behind Adamus. 
 
      
 
    But as soon as Adamus fired he disappeared in a flash of light again, teleporting back to the one he had dropped and fired again at the back of the left pure demon's head. This was his lightning arrow, the demon didn't know where it was coming from and was unable to dodge, the arrow struck it in the back of the head then it let out a powerful pulse of electricity straight to the beast's brain. The leftmost demon lifelessly collapsed to the ground, the only pure demon remaining frantically started looking around, trying to figure out where the archer had gone this time while at the same time trying to protect itself from the attacks coming at it from all directions by the other elves. 
 
      
 
    Adamus prepared to fire at the last demon, but he didn't need to. There was too many elves attacking it from too many directions all at once, with guns, swords, and magic. When it had its two allies keeping them back was easy, but fighting alone there was too much going on for one creature to respond to all at once. The elven soldiers struck down the last pure demon without Adamus's help. "Keep pushing forwards. I need to get back to Alicia." Adamus instructed 
 
      
 
    "What about all the normals who breached the back lines?" One soldier asked. 
 
      
 
    "Trust the back lines and the guards there to handle themselves. We need to push through the demon forces so when the scientists reach the rift we are close enough to distract the demons close to the rift." Adamus explained, then he disappeared in a flash of light again. 
 
      
 
    This chapter ended up being 47 pages long (In google docs.) So for the sake of your sanity and mine I have split it into three parts. The first two are here, the next one (with the remaining 17 pages is still being looked over by my beta-reader/friend and will be posted as a new chapter within the next 1-3 days.) 
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    [Location: Far Back Lines] 
 
      
 
    Adamus reappeared where he left his arrow and quickly looked around to find out where Alicia was. He was surprised to see that the greater demon was already dead, but alarmed when he noticed Alicia lying on the ground not moving. Then he spotted the elf in the black robes, the man was lying on his back in the grass about five feet away from Alicia with his massive sword on the ground beside him, his legs crossed, and his arms tucked behind his head as if he was relaxing on a vacation. 
 
      
 
    "Emmei? What are you doing here? Is Alicia alright?" Adamus called out as he rushed over to Alicia. 
 
      
 
    "I'm a mercenary Adamus, not one of your soldiers. I go wherever I please." Emmei answered. "And she's still alive. Took quite a beating, but she's alive." 
 
      
 
    "Did you save her and kill the demon?" Adamus asked. 
 
      
 
    "Did you pay me to help in any way?" Emmei asked. 
 
      
 
    "No." Adamus answered. 
 
      
 
    "There's your answer." Emmei replied. "She killed it on her own. Was a pretty close fight though. I almost stepped in to help you guys, so that's something I guess." 
 
      
 
    "Why are you here? Did you change your mind about helping us in this battle?" Adamus asked. 
 
      
 
    "Nah. I knew you guys would be fine without me. However I did come to report where these additional attacks are coming from. The group that snuck up on the outpost this morning, and these ones that came after you. A new rift opened nearby, it is fresh and still very small so unlike this one where many demons can crawl out of it all at once, it hasn't grown enough to let more than one demon at a time out. They're coming outta it, grouping up once they all get out, then are coming in waves to join this battlefield." Emmei explained. 
 
      
 
    Adamus frowned and looked puzzled. "Someone mentioned that before. We don't have the manpower to take care of that one too. We'll have to just keep watch for flanks from there. Thank you for the information though." 
 
      
 
    Emmei opened his bag and pulled out a piece of a device. "That's why I got this. I'm going to go shut it down, you can pay me for it later. I stole one of those human rift-zapper things from the village, you really need better security when the soldiers are gone by the way. Then I had a few of the scientists there tell me how to put the pieces together and turn it on. Figured I'd inform you before I went, incase I fail to close it or incase another group comes after you before I get there. The rift is east of here, if any more come they'll come from that direction." 
 
      
 
    "You can't do that alone." Adamus protested. 
 
      
 
    "It's a new rift, they can only come out one at a time, and my signet can make me stronger and faster with every blow I land. As long as I can survive the fight with the ones that already got out, and not get hit or miss an attack in the process, by the time I clear them out my signet will be boosting me enough to take on anything that can fit through that portal one on one. Then I just setup the rift-zapper thing and make sure every demon that comes out dies before another can get out." Emmei stated. "The way I see it, I either save the village and get paid a nice sum of crystals, or I die trying. It's a win-win situation really." 
 
      
 
    "No Emmei, please wait for the soldiers to take this rift out then we'll send a few veterans with you to clean that one up nice and quick." Adamus insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Again, I'm a mercenary not one of your soldiers. I'm doing it my way, I'll come back and give you a heads up if I take it out." Emmei stated before he picked up his sword and walked away. 
 
      
 
    Adamus let out a sigh of irritation but let the man go. He had a battlefield to lead, he focused and reconnected to nature again, regaining his vision of the entire battlefield as he resumed leading the elven forces. 
 
      
 
    [Location: East Flank] 
 
      
 
    By now the Alphas and the surviving scientist group had been fully healed by Cora and Lillith and were preparing to get moving again. "Alright everyone, we are going to sprint the rest of the way." Cora called out. "It is not too much further from here, I am going to use a spell that will make you all much faster. I warn you, if you're not used to moving this fast it'll be hard to control yourself at first so stay focused." She warned as she focused on the spell. Everyone around her could feel a strange tingling feeling in their legs. "Stay close everyone, I'm taking over as lead mage and I'm not a combat mage, so if you stray too far from me I'm going to have a hard time protecting you from incoming fire. Now that we are not invisible, there will be no way we can avoid a fight. Once we reach the rift we can't just secretly close it, we're going to have to fight to defend the machine." 
 
      
 
    Everyone nodded and moved in closer to Cora and awaited her signal. Once she finished giving everyone the speed buff she shouted out "Go!" and everyone took off running. The four Alphas stumbled at first and fell on their faces, their normal running speed had been increased by forty miles per hour which left most of them running at over fifty miles per hour. It was a drastic change. The elves slowed down a little to give the humans a chance to adjust, but once the Alphas were able to run straight again the entire group sprinted forwards towards the rift. The demons on the battlefield noticed their advance now that they were no longer invisible and began throwing fireballs and ice shards at the group, the group was moving too fast for the demons to chase them down even with the super speed the demons had. As the ice and fire rained down at them Cora flicked her staff and made a tall wall of wood appear beside them. The big wooden wall hovered in the air between the group and the demons and followed them as they ran, blocking the incoming attacks. The demon's fire attacks lit the wall on fire. 
 
      
 
    "Why didn't we do this from the start?" Estellese asked. "We woulda been there by now." 
 
      
 
    "The original plan was to use stealth." Esyll answered. "The machine will take time to work, if we just ran over the demons would see us and we'd need to fight them while the machine does it's job. If we used stealth, we could remain invisible and undetected while the machine did its work and we could have completely closed the rift without a single demon even knowing what happened. The stealth plan was clearly much safer and had a higher success rate, but we didn't plan on the light mage being struck down by the crossfire. Now that the stealth plan flopped we will without a doubt have to fight off the demons. I know we lost a lot of people in that fire blast, but I must admit now that we are visible we are likely going to lose a lot more of us before that rift is closed. Be prepared." 
 
      
 
    "Be positive Esyll!" Cora stated. "You have me here to protect you all, we will be okay. I can hold them back for a while. And I am sure Adamus and Alicia will rejoin the battle any time now, they will surely send backup to aid us." As she spoke she glanced over at Lillith who was being oddly quiet and looked distracted. "Lillith, what's wrong hon?" 
 
      
 
    Lillith put on a fake smile and looked at Cora as she ran. "I'm fine. No worries." 
 
      
 
    "It's Alicia, isn't it? I can tell you two are very close." Cora replied in a concerned tone. "She's a tough one, she will be okay." 
 
      
 
    "She didn't sound okay. She should be back by now." Lillith answered in a quiet, worried tone. "I so badly want to go back and make sure she's okay." 
 
      
 
    "Then turn and go back. We'll be fine." Cora answered. 
 
      
 
    Lillith shook her head and showed another fake smile. "I can't. If I turn back to help her now and anyone else in this group died, I would never be able to forgive myself. I know it wouldn't be my fault, but that's just how I am, I would blame myself for not being there to save them. I can't help it. I have to stay and just hope Alicia is okay." 
 
      
 
    "Don't hope for it, know it. She's with Adamus and a group of guards, and she is one heck of a fighter herself. She IS okay." Cora insisted, although she herself was unsure of Alicia's fate. Any number of things could have happened, it was war after all, all it took was one misstep for even the best of fighters to go down. 
 
      
 
    They had already been close so with their enhanced speeds they reached the outpost within a few minutes. It was a large wall surrounding the rift with towers on each corner. The walls and towers were mostly destroyed and damaged, there was bodies of elves and demons scattered everywhere. "Our cover is already blown, no sense sneaking in. Just follow my lead I'm bringing us to the rift in the most direct way possible." Cora called out. As they ran straight at the outpost she twirled her crystal staff and pointed at the wall, suddenly a massive tree sprang out of the ground in front of the wall, then unnaturally bent and curved itself over the wall to make a wooden ramp. The group sprinted right up the wooden ramp which lead them over the walls and straight to the rift. It looked like a massive portal on the ground and as they looked down into it they could see the fire and brimstone of the world on the other side, along with thousands of demons marching on the surface of that world. It would seem that the rift was high up in the air over the demonic world. 
 
      
 
    They stopped once they reached the rift and Cora immediately turned to start surrounding them with layers of wooden walls in hopes of keeping out the demons who no doubt would be closing in on them any second now. "Get the device up and running!" She called out. 
 
      
 
    Esyll and the other scientists opened their bags and began pulling out the parts and pieces of the machine, each of them had taken a piece to lighten the load on everyone. Then they all got to work alongside Zanath and Lillith constructing the big and bulky machine along with the solar panels needed to power it. They hadn't even gotten close to putting it all together before they could hear the demons hammering away at the wooden walls around them, those walls would not hold them back for long. 
 
      
 
    "Esyll, can you and the scientists build this without me?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes we can. Why?" Esyll asked. 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to buy us a little more time. Cora can you make a wooden tower?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "Can do!" Cora replied as she focused and made a short wooden tower rise out of the ground. She then returned her focus to the walls, using her wood-element magic to repair the walls every time the demons damaged them. It would not make them impenetrable, but it would without a doubt make them hard to break and slow down the demons. 
 
      
 
    Zanath grabbed his rifle and quickly began climbing up the tower, and before he knew it he saw Lillith zip right past him on her way to the top. She went past too quickly for him to tell her it was dangerous, so he just continued climbing up after her. Once he reached the top he saw Lillith firing off arrows at the demons down below at incredible speeds, and with very good accuracy. She hit every target in the head, or, at least every target that didn't dodge or block her attacks. "you take the left side I'll take the right." Lillith stated. 
 
      
 
    "On it." Zanath answered. He rested his rifle on the banister of the tower and began taking shots at the demons that were attacking the wall on his side. They were unfamiliar with bullets so most of them had no idea what was hitting them, and because of that they took longer to realize that the attacks were coming from the tower. 
 
      
 
    On the ground the scientists worked as fast as they could putting the pieces of the machine together. They had it almost completed when three lesser demons climbed out of the rift. "Humans, I'm counting on you to take those things down. They have super speed, strength, and magical skill do NOT underestimate them! They are much stronger then you are, I can't really help I need to keep focused on repairing the walls." Cora called out. 
 
      
 
    The demons turned to rush at the scientists but Estellese, Mendelen, and Kaden moved in to cut them off. "I don't want to split us up, but if we are going to hold them back we each need to take on one of them." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    Kaden and Estellese both replied with "Alright" as they split up to each take on their own demon, Kaden took the left, Estellese took the right, and Mendelen took the center. 
 
      
 
    As the three rushed in Kaden's lesser demon opened up by lobbing three fireballs at him, causing Kaden to quickly jump to the side to get out of the way of all three. 
 
      
 
    The lesser demon facing Estellese summoned a tall wall of flames between them, then pushed its arm forwards to push the wall towards Estellese. Causing Estellese to jump backwards to evade the flames, as she jumped she threw a fireball of her own back at the demon's torso. The demon's fire wall was not a solid object, so her fireball passed clean through it and struck the demon in the chest, burning it slightly. Estellese started running to the side, towards Mendelen, to try and get around the wall. 
 
      
 
    The lesser demon facing Mendelen began firing off small ice shards at the man as he charged it, but Mendelen pulled down the face-plate on his knight armor and the ice couldn't even scratch his armor. He rushed in close to the demon and the demon shouted something to its ally that was fighting Kaden. As Mendelen moved in for the kill and slashed at the demon's neck the ice demon tucked into a roll and rolled towards Kaden. As it rolled it threw an ice shard for kadin's leg from the side. 
 
      
 
    Kaden had been focused on his own demon and hadn't seen the attack coming. The thin 3 inch long ice shard stabbed into his leg and he shouted out in pain. The fire demon in front of him took the opportunity to slash at Kaden's neck while he recoiled in pain, but suddenly a metal hook came flying from Mendelen and stabbed into the fire-demon's shoulder. In one swift movement Mendelen yanked the chain attached to the hook, yanking the fire-demon away from Kaden and pulling it to the ground before it could hit him. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the opportunity Estellese lunged over to the fallen fire-demon and slammed her axe down onto its head. But she paid the price for ignoring her own opponent, moments after her axe struck its foe she was struck in the back by a massive fireball and received 2nd degree burns over most of her back. She shouted out in pain but regained enough control to jump back just in time to evade the axe of the ice demon as it turned to attack her. Moments after her own fire-demon followed up and slashed its sword at her from the side, Estellese spun around and blocked the sword with her axe while Mendelen rushed in and Kaden limped towards them. As her axe clashed with the demon's sword Estellese tried to overpower the demon, but the demon's superhuman strength outmatched her own strength and she was struggling to hold it back. A spark shot down the demon's arm and up to the tip of its sword, as soon as the spark reached the tip of its sword it burst into a massive fiery explosion and the demon jumped backwards to get away from the flames. Estellese screamed out as she disappeared in the burst of flames, but suddenly her axe came flying out of the fire and slammed blade-first into the demon's face. The demon was knocked backwards and sent lifelessly flipping across the ground. 
 
      
 
    As the flames cleared Estellese stood there, her entire body covered in 2nd and 3rd degree burns. She was in so much pain she was visibly crying, but she was still standing, still able to keep fighting. 
 
      
 
    "Estellese! Fall back!" Mendelen called out as he rushed in and moved to stab his sword into the ice demon. But as soon as it heard his clunky armor get close it spun around, it exhaled an icy cloud that turned his sword into a block of ice. The ice block sword struck the demon but didn't hurt it, and the demon immediately retaliated. With the demon's superhuman strength it grabbed Mendelen's shoulder and kicked his knee, snapping his leg. Mendelen screamed out as he slammed his shield into the demon's head before and the demon threw him several feet away. The demon barely had time to react, it ducked just in time to avoid Kaden's sword but couldn't move fast enough to avoid being stabbed in the chest by Kaden's other sword. Then, using the sword's armor-piercing strength, Kaden yanked his sword upwards and through the rest of the demon's body. Throwing the corpse to the ground afterwards. 
 
      
 
    Kaden pulled the ice shard out of his leg and looked up to see four more lesser demons crawling out of the rift. He cussed before shouting "There are more coming!" he looked up to the tower "Zanath! Shoot these-" he shouted out but before he could finish he saw the top of the tower explode. The top fourth of the wooden tower was shattered apart by the explosion and came collapsing to the ground. Lillith could be seen in the debris as they fell, her blue hair stood out amongst the flames. She grabbed her dagger and stabbed it into the side of the wooden tower, using it to catch her fall. Although she was clearly badly wounded by the explosion. As soon as she regained her bearings she resumed climbing down the tower. 
 
      
 
    The four new lesser demons finished crawling out of the rift then turned and made a mad dash for Estellese and Kaden, unleashing a hail of fireballs and ice shards at the two of them. Kaden was able to hobble out of the way with his wounded leg, but Estellese's burns were slowing her down far too much for her to evade everything. She was struck in the leg by another fireball, and was stabbed by ice shards in numerous places. 
 
      
 
    Estellese struggled to take a few steps towards the demons, fighting to stay on her feet, but her body finally gave out and she collapsed. Kaden started limping over to her and Mendelen had pulled himself onto his feet and was trying to use his sword as a crutch to hobble towards her. But neither of them could move fast enough with their wounds, the demons had superhuman speed after all. The demons closed in on Estellese in seconds, the first one to reach her slammed its hammer down at her head, but before the hammer could strike her vines sprang out of the ground and yanked the hammer away from the demon. Moments after a gunshot was heard and the demon collapsed to the ground, dead. 
 
      
 
    "Give them cover fire!" Esyll called out. Her gun already in hand after she had shot the first demon. The other scientists dropped everything they were doing and grabbed their pistols, there was only five of them left, counting Esyll, but the group began firing at the oncoming group of demons as fast as they could. Two of the demons were struck by surprise and killed, the third was wounded but hid behind an ice wall. "Back to work!" Esyll called out as the scientists put their guns back in their holsters and got back to building the machine. 
 
      
 
    Esyll left the group and rushed over to aid the Alphas with her pistol in hand. "You guys can't let them attack the scientists. We can't risk their magic hitting the machine." 
 
      
 
    As the last demon standing hid behind its ice-wall Kaden looked back to see four more lesser demons climbing out of the rift. They didn't stop coming. 
 
      
 
    Lillith reached the bottom of the tower and immediately began digging through the rubble, she knew exactly where Zanath landed and was able to dig him out quickly. He was in critical condition, but was not dead. The tower hadn't been tall enough for the fall to kill him. Lillith yanked him out from beneath the rubble and immediately began trying to heal him. 
 
      
 
    Cora cussed as she tried to figure out what to do. She couldn't both heal them and hold up the walls at the same time, and if she let the walls drop they'd have more than a few demons rushing in on them. She focused for a moment and activated her signet skill. Suddenly hundreds of vines sprang out of the ground around Estellese and hid her from sight. A tree had grew out of the ground where Estellese had been lying, and hanging from the tree was a large cocoon. that was surrounded by huge thorns and the vines. Estellese had disappeared but was somewhere in there. "Defend the cocoon! It's the only healing ability I can use without dropping the walls. I can only use this once, I can't use it again for a few hours." 
 
      
 
    As she spoke an armored woman with short black hair, carrying a sword and shield sprang over the walls and landed. She was covered in blood and her armor was full of dents and cuts, she looked like she had sustained some injuries but had been healed by one of the battlefield healers. The elf quickly took account of the battlefield and took a moment to think of the best attack plan. 
 
      
 
    "Suki!" Cora called out. "Oh god you have no idea how glad I am to see you. Where is Cassie and Emar?" 
 
      
 
    Suki lowered her head. "They didn't make it. An elf named Stashi also died with them." She said quietly, her voice wavering slightly as she tried not to cry. 
 
      
 
    Cora bit her lip and looked down. "I'm sorry. We will make their lives worth it when we end this war." 
 
      
 
    Suki shook her head. "It will never be worth it." She snapped. "My best friends are dead, they will never come back. Every single demon we have killed in this fight? None of them are dead, they will all be back tomorrow. We may close this rift, but they'll just open another one somewhere else. We may actively shut down every rift they try to open before they get big enough for demons to get out, but no matter how fast we locate and shut them down, someday we'll miss one and this whole thing will happen again. Do you not see how futile this is?" She looked up at Cora with teary eyes. "It will never be worth the lives we have lost!" She turned and rushed off to face the demons that were coming out of the rift. 
 
      
 
    Cora bit her lip and remained silent, until the silence was broken by the whirring of the machine the scientists were building. They finished it, it sprang to life and the rift was visibly shrinking, slowly but it was shrinking. They just had to hold out a little longer. She kept her focus on the walls, putting everything she had into repairing them as fast as possible but the demons were slowly breaking through and pushing closer. She could count them, there was at least fifty of them on the other side judging by how fast they were tearing the wall apart. A few of the demons started trying to take Suki's idea and began creating ice stairs to climb over the wall. Seeing this, Cora quickly made the wall taller and created a wooden ceiling above them to ensure nobody else could climb over. Leaving a few tiny holes in the ceiling for the solar panels to receive light. 
 
      
 
    The four demons rushed at the cocoon but Suki was quick to intercept them and kadin was limping after them not too far behind her. Mendelen remained by the cocoon to defend it. The four demons blitzed Suki, trying to blast their way through her as they raced for the cocoon. They didn't know what it did but it was obvious they had to stop it. They unleashed a hail of fireballs and ice spikes at Suki, but Suki raised her shield to block them. As she raised her shield it suddenly expanded two times the size it originally was to protect her from the incoming attacks, then it returned to normal size. 
 
      
 
    As she approached the demons two of them broke off from the group and tried running past her on her right and left sides, while the other two rushed at her head-on. "Hey!" Suki called out, she spun around and hurled her shield at one of them, and her sword at the other. The demon on the left jumped to the side to dodge the shield and the demon on the right created an ice wall to block the sword. But Suki knew telekinesis and was able to control her weapons while not holding them. With a quick gesture the shield swerved and slammed into the demon's head, and the sword flew up over the wall and stabbed down into the unexpecting demon's head. 
 
      
 
    As the demon struck by the shield stumbled back Esyll took the opportunity to shoot the demon in the head. She remained in between Kaden and Mendelen. 
 
      
 
    The two demons rushing Suki moved in for the kill, one of them slashed an axe at Suki's neck while the other summoned an ice javelin and prepared to throw it when Suki dodged. Suki sprang incredibly high up into the air and with another flick of her arms her sword flew at the two demon that had been attacking her and slashed at the left-most demon from one side. While her shield moved up into the air to block the ice-javelin that was thrown at her. 
 
      
 
    The lesser demon realized that Suki was too powerful for it to take out and as Suki fell to the ground it rushed after Kaden instead. Suki's sword swooped in to slash at the demon, but the demon blocked the sword with its dagger and threw a volley of ice-spikes at Kaden. 
 
      
 
    Kaden dove out of the way but cringed in pain as he landed on his injured leg. He turned to the demon and prepared to dodge again. 
 
      
 
    Suki landed on the ground and spun around to chase after the demon that was attacking Kaden, her sword and shield flew back into her hands. But as she rushed at the lesser demon the wall not far from them exploded and burst apart and a pure demon came smashing through it. "Cora! The wall!" Suki called out. 
 
      
 
    "I know!" Cora shouted back, she was panting heavily. Keeping these walls up was taking a lot out of her, she couldn't keep this up much longer. The wall behind the pure demon immediately sealed shut so no other demons could get through, but there was nothing she could do about the one that was already inside. 
 
      
 
    "How long until that cocoon hatches? And who's in it?" Suki called out. "I can't take this thing alone." 
 
      
 
    "Thirty seconds, and the human's best fighter is in there." Cora called out. 
 
      
 
    The look on Suki's face was one of utter disappointment. "Really? A human? You couldn't have put someone useful in there, the humans can't fight worth shit. We are screwed if we don't get a good fighter to help." 
 
      
 
    "Hey!" Kaden called out, bracing himself as he watched the lesser demon closing in on him. "Humans, right here within earshot." 
 
      
 
    The pure demon let out a roar and skimmed the battlefield. It set its eyes on Cora and knew right away that if she died the wall would go down and all the surrounding demons would get in. It charged straight for the woman. 
 
      
 
    "No you don't!" Suki shouted out as she raced after the pure demon she let go of her shield and left it floating beside her as she ran, reaching out with her free arm and grabbing the air, then yanking her arm back. The demon's leg was yanked backwards as if she had just grabbed its leg and the pure demon fell flat on its face. 
 
      
 
    As it fell the scientists turned and opened fire on the pure demon, firing every bullet they had left in their pistols at the creature. The pure demon immediately made an ice dome around itself to protect itself from the bullets and it stayed there for a moment while Suki rushed in close. 
 
      
 
    The demon chasing Kaden turned the ground under their feet into ice as it moved in and stabbed its dagger at his shoulder. Kaden stumbled backwards and blocked the dagger with his sword, the armor piercing enchantment on his sword allowed it to slice clean through the dagger, while he stabbed his other sword at the demon's chest. The demon attempted to block with its other dagger but the sword just cut the dagger in two and pierced through the demon anyways, catching the demon by surprise. The demon was not killed by the blade though, and before Kaden could cause any further damage it used its superhuman strength to shove Kaden away. Kaden stumbled back and readied his swords for another attack, but the demon wasn't going to move in close enough to be hit anymore. It focused and made an ice spike spring out of the ground towards Kaden's chest, causing the man to jump backwards to avoid the spike. As Kaden jumped backwards a spiked ice wall appeared behind him and it was too late to avoid it, he was already mid-jump and going straight for it. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly he felt a hook stab into his side, the chain hook yanked him away from the wall and knocked him to the ground. He looked up to see that Mendelen had hooked him and hopped back, letting the weight of his armor pull Kaden away from the spikes. Kaden was badly wounded by the hook but the spiked wall would've killed him. Moments after another three gunshots were heard from Esyll and the lesser demon collapsed to the ground with a bullet through its head and the other two missed. 
 
      
 
    Kaden glanced back at the rift, it was significantly smaller than it was when they started. Two more lesser demons crawled out of the rift, it was now too small for more than two to get out at once, they just had to hold out a little longer. But, it was then that a thought hit him. Once they close the rift… Then what? They were sitting here, surrounded by demons. Those demons are not going to just go away once the rift closes. How were they supposed to get out of this? 
 
      
 
    As the two lesser demons rushed at Kaden and Esyll Kaden tried to struggle back onto his feet, but he was too badly wounded to get back up with the gouge from the hook and the leg wound. Esyll began firing off shots at the two incoming demons, but being unfamiliar with firearms and combat the demons were evading her shots, until two gunshots went off from somewhere else. Striking both demons in the legs and sending them stumbling to the ground. Kaden looked over to see Zanath and Lillith healed and back on their feet. 
 
      
 
    Lillith rushed over to heal Mendelen while Zanath rushed in to help Esyll with the demons. Zanath slung his rifle over his back and pulled two pistols out of the holsters on his hips. He took two more shots at the heads of the wounded demons but the ice-demon quickly created an ice-wall to block the bullets. Zanath was surprised the bullet didn't pierce the ice, but assumed it had some magical properties that made it denser. "Esyll, flank their right." Zanath called out as he moved around to their left 
 
      
 
    "I don't know what that means!" Esyll shouted. 
 
      
 
    "Move around their right side." Zanath called back. as he approached their left side he fired another shot at the first demon he could see. They were both getting up and tending to their leg wounds. The ice-demon immediately created another ice wall to block Zanath's shots, but once the wall went up they began firing a barrage of ice spikes while the fire demon sent a trail of sparks across the ground towards Zanath. Zanath didn't know what the sparks did, but assumed they were bad so he rolled to his left to avoid the ice-spikes and continued running around the demons to find an opening. The sparks curved and began following him. 
 
      
 
    Esyll circled around the right side and fired at the demons as soon as she got around the wall. The ice-demon was shot in the head and lifelessly fell to the ground. The fire demon turned to Esyll and sprinted straight for her, throwing three fireballs. One at her leg, one at her head, and one at her chest. Esyll shouted and turned to try and run away, but the demon was much faster than her. She was not trained for combat, she moved out of the way of the first two fireballs but the one aimed at her chest struck her shoulder and badly burnt her. The demon was closing in on her fast, seeing that she couldn't outrun it she spun around and fired a shot straight into the demon's chest. 
 
      
 
    The demon stumbled back and before it could attack Esyll again Zanath made it around the wall and fired another shot through the demon's head. Zanath stopped and looked around, the rift was seconds away from closing, it had shrunk to the size of a quarter and nothing else was going to be able to get through that. He looked back to see that Lillith had finished healing Mendelen and was just finishing with healing Kaden now. He looked over at the ice dome, the pure demon still hadn't come out of it yet. They waited, and the rift slowly closed and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Suki stood right outside the dome, waiting, wondering why the demon was hiding in there for so long. Sure the demon was severely outnumbered and outgunned, it didn't stand a chance. But it was not normal for a demon to be a coward. Unless… Suddenly the ice dome began to open and she could see the demon holding a massively charged black magic orb. "Get down! Everyone!" Suki shouted out as she ran over to Cora. Kaden, Lillith, and Mendelen also ducked behind the tree that Estellese's cocoon was hanging from, and Zanath ducked behind the ice wall near him. Cora created a smaller wooden dome around herself and Suki. The scientists ran for the tree while Esyll ran for the ice wall, but before either of them could make it the demon threw the orb at the scientists and the machine. 
 
      
 
    The orb shot through the air like a bullet and slammed into the ground next to the machine. As it struck the ground it exploded and destroyed the machine, although the demon was too late to stop it from closing the rift, it had taken too long to charge. As the orb exploded it fired thousands of tiny black needles in all directions, these needles stabbed into the backs of the scientists as they ran. Esyll just barely made it behind the ice in time to avoid the needles. Then, every needle suddenly burst into a small but powerful explosion. All the scientists were torn to pieces and killed, Cora's wooden dome was blown apart and Cora's arm was badly injured in one explosion that slipped through. The tree was badly damaged, but the cocoon was as strong as metal and did not sustain much damage. 
 
      
 
    The attack left the entire battlefield scorched and destroyed. If Suki hadn't warned them, they all would've met the same fate as the scientists. The demon looked around, noticing that it had failed to protect the rift. It let out a roar of frustration, and turned to the next best option. Kill everyone here and hope they are the only ones who know how to build the machines. 
 
      
 
    Suki rushed out of the broken wooden dome straight for the Pure Demon "I thought you said it would hatch in thirty seconds!" She called out. 
 
      
 
    "Do you really think I can keep an accurate track of time right now?" Cora snapped back. "Should be any second now." 
 
      
 
    The demon roared out and stomped on the ground, sending a wave of flames across the ground in all directions. Seeing the fire Suki jumped over it, but as soon as she did the pure demon sprinted forwards and swung its arm out to grab her. 
 
      
 
    Suki threw her sword at the demon's face, then jerked her hand to the side and used her telekinesis to push herself away from the demon's arm. The demon dodged her sword as Suki landed back on the ground a few feet away, then with another jerk of her arm her sword spun around and slashed at the demon's head from the side. The beast attempted to dodge but was not fast enough, the blade sliced into the side of its head, but the wound was shallow and non-fatal. As Suki sent the sword in for another attack the demon turned its head and spat on the sword, and in an instant the sword was encased in a block of ice and was no longer sharp enough to damage the demon. The block of ice struck the demon on the side of the head and did nothing. The demon then turned and threw a massive fireball at Suki, seeing her as the only threat out of the people surrounding it. 
 
      
 
    Suki threw her shield onto the ground and jumped on top of it, then used her telekinesis to lift the shield, and herself, off the ground. She quickly rose high up into the air to dodge the fireball and barely got out of the way as the fireball exploded. She noticed that the cocoon was starting to crack and threw herself and her shield at the tree. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Kaden were remaining behind the tree, they knew they didn't stand a chance against this beast and were trying to stay out of the way. Zanath was behind the ice wall, taking aim at the demon and waiting for that perfect shot to present itself. The cocoon started to crack and Suki landed beside it, picking up her shield and turning back to the pure demon. 
 
      
 
    The demon took in a deep breath and bellowed out a huge wall of flames at Suki and the cocoon, but suki focused on her shield and the shield expanded to a massive size to block the flames. 
 
      
 
    While Suki held back the flames with her shield, the cocoon burst open and Estellese fell out of it. She was fully healed and good as new, but she was different now. Her skin had a green tint, her body was covered in sharp thorns, she now had sharp claws, and she had butterfly-like wings sprouting from her back. She landed on her knees but stood up and curiously looked over her arms, then wiggled her wings and glanced over her shoulder at them. "Okay, what happened?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    Kaden and Mendelen just shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "Human" Suki stated. When she saw Kaden, Mendelen, Estellese, and Zanath all look over at her she sighed and shook her head. "Pink human. That one." She said pointing at Estellese. "We have one hell of a monster here and I can't kill this thing alone. Cora's signet has given you these new abilities and physical traits. You can move at three times your natural speed, have triple your natural strength, those thorns and claws are as strong as steel, and the wings do allow flight." She explained. "Now you have thirty seconds to help me kill this damn thing before all these powers run out and you go back to normal. If you can't kill it in thirty seconds, we all die. I know you humans aren't capable of much, so just back me up. Keep it off me and I might be able to get it." 
 
      
 
    Estellese stood up and took a deep breath. "Don't underestimate me." She stated. "I may not understand their magical attacks, but I can fight. Just tell me if there is something dangerous I need to look out for. Like if something's gonna explode or something." 
 
      
 
    "Human, don't be stupid. Your race can't handle combat of this skill tier." Suki stated, but Estellese ignored her. 
 
      
 
    Estellese took a moment to test her wings and hovered a few inches off the ground, as she did the demon slammed a fist into the shield and Suki stumbled back a few feet. Estellese looked up at Suki and knew she couldn't waste any more time, "Let's go." 
 
      
 
    Suki nodded and her shield returned to its normal size, revealing the pure demon that had been standing behind it. "Take the left, I'm going around the right." Suki ordered. 
 
      
 
    "Estellese, we will help however we can. But there isn't much we can do here." Mendelen called out. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you. But make sure you stay safe." Estellese called back before following Suki's orders. She ran to the left, mirroring Suki. The demon still saw Suki as the only threat, it stomped its foot on the ground sending out another wave of flames across the ground. Both Estellese and Suki jumped over the wave, and as they jumped the demon sprinted after Suki firing another fireball at her. 
 
      
 
    Suki used her telekinesis to push herself out of the way of the flames, while Estellese rushed after the demon with her new enhanced speed. The beast was almost twice her height but she wasn't letting its size intimidate her. She saw the demon preparing to blitz Suki and grabbed its leg, yanking it backwards right as it went to run. The pure demon was knocked off balance and fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    "Estellese! Axe!" Mendelen called out. Estellese turned to him to see him throw her axe towards her. The axe landed on the ground a couple feet away. 
 
      
 
    As Estellese rushed to grab her axe the demon started standing back up. Lillith, Esyll, and Zanath all took this moment to open fire on the demon. Esyll and Lillith let loose a hail of bullets and arrows, while Zanath took several shots at the demon's head with his rifle. The demon covered its head with one of its arms but roared out in pain as it was struck with many bullets and arrows. Its metallic skin greatly lessened the damage of the attacks. 
 
      
 
    Estellese grabbed her axe then her and Suki rushed in to try and finish it off but they were not fast enough, the demon sprang back onto its feet and moved back, away from everyone. It had to reassess the situation, Suki was no longer the only threat and it knew it had to stop focusing her out. 
 
      
 
    "That worked! Flank it again!" Suki ordered as she rushed around the right side, and Estellese rushed around the left. 
 
      
 
    The pure demon had other plans, it sprinted at super speeds right past Estellese and Suki, straight for Zanath and Esyll. A fireball appeared in one of its upper arms and rapidly grew in size as it sprinted for them, and as it got close it threw the fireball at their ice wall. 
 
      
 
    Zanath and Esyll were forced to dive away from their ice wall. Once the fireball struck the wall it exploded and the ice was destroyed, they barely escaped the explosion. The demon continued closing in on them incredibly fast with Estellese and Suki chasing right behind it, but suddenly it felt something sharp stab into its leg. 
 
      
 
    "Estellese! The chain!" Mendelen called out as he attached the chain hook to his armor. He had thrown the hook end into the demon's left leg, and not a moment later he was being dragged behind the demon. He didn't have the strength to pull it back and instead the demon was just pulling him along. 
 
      
 
    Estellese grabbed the chain as she ran past it and braced herself, with her strength the demon couldn't move its leg forwards and was tripped again. As the demon fell to the ground Suki ran up alongside it and telekinetically pulled one of the swords the fallen lesser demons dropped into her hand as she prepared to kill it. But the demon was expecting to be tripped this time. It slammed a fist into the ground and burst into a massive fiery explosion. Forcing Suki to jump backwards to avoid getting burnt. 
 
      
 
    Estellese was not afraid of the fire though, she didn't care about the explosion and ran straight into it. She screamed out in pain but slammed her axe down at the demon's head. The demon threw its arm up to block her axe, and roared out in pain as she cleaved its arm off. The demon spat out a sharp ice spike straight at Estellese. Estellese ignored the spike, she roared out in pain as the spike stabbed through her stomach and she slammed her axe down at its head again. The demon threw another arm in front of the axe to block it, and screeched out in pain as it lost another arm. It felt arrows and bullets sinking into its sides and body again and it's resistant skin could only do so much to protect it from these attacks, it looked up to see Estellese, biting back her pain, as she relentlessly slammed her axe down at its head again. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly the pure demon disappeared in a burst of black flames, Estellese's axe slammed into the ground and she was burnt by the flames. Lillith rushed to Estellese to try and quickly patch her up. Then the demon reappeared in another burst of black flames behind Esyll and Zanath. Esyll screamed and Zanath shouted as it grabbed both of them, one in each of its remaining hands, and went to slam them together with inhuman strength. Intending to crush them both. 
 
      
 
    Kaden suddenly appeared in front of the demon, he had moved there and turned invisible while it was distracted by Estellese. He jumped up and slashed his sword through the arm that was holding Zanath, cleaving yet another of the demon's arms clean off with his sword enchantment. The demon roared out in pain as Zanath, and it's severed arm, were thrown off to the side. Zanath was badly injured by being thrown but him and Esyll were saved from being crushed. 
 
      
 
    Kaden turned to Esyll, he jumped again and slashed his sword at the demon's other arm to try and free her as well. The demon was reeling back in pain but it maintained focus and blew out an icy wind at Kaden, freezing his sword and preventing it from dealing any damage. The demon then kicked Kaden with its hoof and sent the man flying backwards several feet with a loud bone-cracking snap. Kaden hit the ground and did not get back up. 
 
      
 
    Suki was closing in on the demon fast, while Estellese was partially healed and following not far behind. As the two girls closed in Suki raced for the demon's arm to try and free Esyll, but before she could get close enough to strike it a red aura appeared around the pure demon and it slammed Esyll into the ground then stomped its hoof down onto her, crushing her entire torso into the dirt. 
 
      
 
    "Esyll!" Lillith shouted, and for a moment the three elves froze. The loss of Esyll hit Lillith hard, but the grief could be seen in Cora and Suki's eyes as well. It was like a chill had shot through the three of them. 
 
      
 
    The demon stood up tall as the lifestealing spell went into effect. All of its arms grew back, all of its wounds healed. Then, as a result of using a blood magic spell, one deep slash appeared on its chest. It let out an enraged roar and looked over the battlefield. Three out of eight opponents were down, it had wasted time on the pink girl's buff, and it was unharmed. The demon smirked. 
 
      
 
    It didn't have any time left to think, Estellese was already in its face and moving in to attack. Estellese jumped at its head and used her wings to give her a boost, slashing her axe directly for its face again. The demon blew on her axe and turned it to ice, like it had done to Kaden, but Estellese didn't care. She slammed the ice-cube into the side of the demon's head with her now enhanced strength and sent the demon stumbling backwards. Estellese flew straight at its head again as it stumbled back and the demon retaliated by spitting a fireball at her, but she didn't care, she flew straight through the fireball and slammed the icecube-axe into the demon's head again. As she struck Suki moved in and stabbed her sword into the demon's knee. The demon hissed in pain and jumped backwards a few feet, as it landed on the ground it fell to one knee and was unable to stand on its wounded leg. It slammed a fist into the ground and created a massive ice wall between itself and Estellese. Estellese flew upwards to try and get over the wall but as she rose higher the top of the wall shattered and all the incredibly sharp ice-shards were rapidly fired at her. 
 
      
 
    "Down!" Suki called out, grabbing Estellese with her telekinesis and yanking her down out of the air to pull her away from the spikes. She caught Estellese and quickly put the other woman down on the ground beside her, then Suki held up her shield and the shield expanded to a massive size again to block the incoming ice shards. 
 
      
 
    "The demon is using too much magic, it's starting to use weaker and weaker magical attacks it must be running out of stamina." Suki informed. 
 
      
 
    Estellese looked over at Suki "You lifted me like nothing." She said in surprise. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, I have super strength." Suki replied. "How the hell are you still standing with that spike in your stomach? Nevermind fighting." 
 
      
 
    "You do? I have an idea." Estellese said, ignoring the question on her condition. "Pick me up, and as soon as he comes out of hiding throw me at it. Mendelen I'll need you to distract it with the hook before I'm thrown." 
 
      
 
    "Are you insane!" Suki questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Yes I am." Estellese replied with a smirk. She stood up straight but then winced and hunched over again as her injuries sent another surge of pain through her. "The thirty seconds must be almost up. You will have to trust me, if I can get my hands on it I can take it down." 
 
      
 
    Suki paused and gave Estellese a distrusting look. 
 
      
 
    "Guys! Ice wall is down!" Mendelen called out as he rushed forwards, around their shield, and threw his hook at the demon's face. 
 
      
 
    "Trust me." Estellese insisted as she threw her frozen axe to the ground and moved closer to Suki. 
 
      
 
    Suki hesitated and bit her lip, listening as the demon turned on Mendelen. Then she dropped her shield and sword and lifted Estellese. Her shield returned to its normal size and gave her vision of the demon again, and as soon as she saw it she flung Estellese at the demon as hard as she could. 
 
      
 
    The demon rushed at Mendelen and slammed a fist into the ground, sending a shockwave of flames at Mendelen. The man quickly lept to the side to get out of the way but as he jumped the demon summoned an ice javelin and threw it at his chest. Mendelen was quick to block the ice with his shield but it knocked him to the ground. The demon then noticed the giant shield go down and turned to the girls that had been behind it, but the second it turned to face them it saw Estellese closing in incredibly fast. Suki had thrown her so hard she was hurtling towards the demon far too fast for it to react in time, Estellese crashed into it and slammed the demon into the ground, landing on top of it. Like a snake striking its prey her arm snapped forwards with lightning fast speeds as she jabbed her clawed thumb into one of the demon's eyes and two of her clawed fingers into the other, blinding the creature. She immediately grabbed the demon by its head and slammed its head hard into the ground with her enhanced strength. The demon bellowed out a blast of searing hot fire at her, but she let the fire hit her. She screamed out in pain as she just started slamming her fists and claws down into its head over and over and over, leaving deep cuts on the demon with every blow. 
 
      
 
    The demon went to grab her but Estellese stopped hitting it and shoved the two arms that tried to grab her away, using her enhanced strength to almost match the demon's. But she could only hold back two arms, the other two grabbed onto her and she started struggling to get out of the beast's grip. A red aura appeared around the demon as it began squeezing her within its grip, crushing her torso and breaking her ribs with its sheer strength. Estellese would have screamed out in pain, but her lungs were also being crushed and she could not breathe. It lifted her into the air to slam her into the ground but suddenly went limp and dropped her. Estellese fell onto the ground with a breathless whimper and her body went mostly limp. 
 
      
 
    Suki pulled her sword out of the fallen demon's head and put it back in its sheath. She looked around at what was left, Lillith, Cora, Herself, and Mendelen. Of course, three of the four humans were taken down by just one of these things she thought to herself. She looked at Cora, the woman was on her knees and her entire body was trembling as she fought to stay conscious, she fought to keep the walls up and keep the demons out. Suki knew they were surrounded, what now? How were they going to get out of here? 
 
      
 
    Lillith rushed over to Estellese and immediately started trying to heal her wounds again. As Estellese looked up at the blue haired woman she noticed that Lillith was crying and shaking. It was clear that she was trying very hard to hold herself together, but she was struggling and breaking down. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen cringed as he saw Estellese's condition "Estell… I will never understand how you can take such a beating and keep fighting. Nor how you can let yourself be wounded like this so easily." He shook his head but was impressed. "How smart are these demons?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "As smart as any other elf." Suki answered. 
 
      
 
    "Smart enough to check the bodies?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Why would they check the bodies? We don't have anything of value to them." Suki answered. 
 
      
 
    "To make sure we are dead." Mendelen answered. His armor was already dented and battle torn, so he walked over to the dead pure demon and stuck his hand in the blood, then began wiping it all over his armor. "Make yourself look like you're wounded and dead. It is the only way we are getting out of this. Cora, if you can do the same thing, cover yourself in blood and make a few fake wounds on yourself. Out of all of us, your magic should let you pull this off better than anyone else." Once he had covered himself in blood he laid down on the ground and stopped moving. 
 
      
 
    "We have to do this now" Cora called back "I can't hold this up any longer, I can't." 
 
      
 
    Lillith healed Estellese just enough to save her from internal bleeding and lung damage, and to stop her from bleeding out. She didn't have time to heal everything else, she was already bloody from touching everyone who was wounded but she covered herself in more blood and laid down next to Estellese. She laid face-down on the ground so the passing demons would not see her crying. 
 
      
 
    Suki hesitated, she did not trust this plan, but she didn't have any better ideas. She too covered herself in blood and laid on the ground to pretend to be dead. 
 
      
 
    Cora shakily stood up and stumbled over to the pile of bodies where the scientists had been shot down and collapsed to the ground when she got there. As she collapsed the wooden walls all around them started getting blown apart and stopped repairing themselves. Within seconds the walls were torn down and demons of all ranks began flooding into the area. With the last of her energy Cora used her nature magic to warp her body to look like she had been struck by the same exploding spikes as the scientists, without actually having any major wounds. Then she passed out. 
 
      
 
    Tension rose as the demons stormed into the area and looked around, and everyone was seemingly dead. 
 
      
 
    - Next Chapter: Chapter 15, The Bearer of Bad News. - 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15: Bearer of Bad News 
 
      
 
      
 
    - Chapter 15: Bearer of Bad News - 
 
      
 
    The demons burst through the walls and rushed in, searching for the elves that had been after the rift. But as they looked around they saw that they were too late to stop the elves from closing the rift, and that there was nothing but corpses left. They met up near the center of the clearing and began speaking to each other in their own language. A couple of the pure demons and a greater demon started a small discussion while the normals and lessers waited. It was after this meeting that the group of demons turned and began running south, away from the battlefield. Like a stampede all the others followed along behind them. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes the area was clear and Suki stood back up. She looked around to see if there was any demons left in the area and when she saw none she signaled for the others to stand as well. "Lillith, Cora seems to be out for the count. We will need you to heal everyone so we can get moving." She waited a minute but Lillith did not move. "Lillith, let's move." 
 
      
 
    Lillith did not stand, she remained lying face-first on the ground. "Just… Give me a minute…" She mumbled. 
 
      
 
    "Look, I'm sorry but we don't have a minute. We need to get moving, now. We are not safe here." Suki insisted. 
 
      
 
    Lilith sat up and looked at Suki with tear filled eyes. "I just watched one of my best friends die! And Alicia still has not come back, she should've been back by now what if she's gone too!? Give me a minute to recollect myself!" She snapped back. 
 
      
 
    "Trust me, I know and I'm sorry it happened, I really am. I lost both of my best friends today and I too want to just curl up and stop everything. But we don't have time to grieve, not until we get home. You need to be strong, just a little longer." Suki insisted. "Human, you, the one still able to stand. How many of your kind are still alive?" 
 
      
 
    "We are all still alive, but three of us are badly wounded." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    Suki sighed, "figures the useless race all survives." She grumbled then looked over at Estellese. "Well, mostly useless. That one can fight." She murmured to herself. "I'm going to keep watch, Lillith get to healing." 
 
      
 
    "We have potions, she doesn't need to heal us." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    "Yes she does. We don't have five minutes to sit around here, we need to move now. We don't know when the rest of the demons on the battlefield will turn and come this way, and we can't be here when they do. The potions will take too long." 
 
      
 
    "You came from the battlefield right?" Mendelen asked. "How many are left? Are we winning?" 
 
      
 
    "There is no such thing as winning in a war. Both sides lose no matter what. But the elves are in control of the battlefield and we are thinning out the numbers of the demons. With the rift closed and them now unable to reinforce their troops, the demons should be wiped out within the next few hours." Suki answered. Then she quieted herself down to a whisper. "We have not heard anything from Alicia in a very long time and that is not a good sign, I am not sure if she survived. But don't say anything to Lillith about that. They have been friends since childhood and are very close. Born on the same day and together ever since. With most of the elves in the village being at least a hundred, they are the only ones still in double digits so they stuck together." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded "and that is why everyone is unsure about Alicia being the leader? Her age?" 
 
      
 
    Suki nodded "yes, she only just turned sixteen a few months ago. She's too young and naive to be a leader, even if that position is rightfully hers. So Adamus is holding her seat for her, and she will take the role when she is older. Thankfully, Adamus is a good man and he doesn't abuse that power. While a normal person would take the throne for themselves, he gives it to Alicia and let's her rule even if she isn't ready. She just has to run everything through him first, so he can intervene if she tries doing something that could be harmful to the village. A lot of people question Adamus's reliability and trustworthiness because he lets her do that." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded and before he could reply Estellese walked over to them and joined the conversation. She was fully healed by Lillith but still looked pained and exhausted. "What did I miss?" She asked. By now the effects of the cocoon had worn off and she had returned to normal. 
 
      
 
    "Not much, just talking as we wait for everyone to be healed. Then we are going to…" He paused. "What are we doing now?" 
 
      
 
    "Leaving the battlefield and going back to the village. I will escort you then I will return to the battlefield. You are all non-combat civilians, you can't be here any longer then you need to be." Suki replied. 
 
      
 
    It was about that time that a small green orb came fluttering towards them very quickly. As it neared them they could make it out to be a small, six inch tall fairy who seemed to be both exhausted and in a major hurry. She had butterfly-like wings, long pointed ears, long green hair that was tied up in a ponytail, had violet eyes, and wore flowing gypsy-like clothing. Along with her clothes she also wore an quite a lot of jewelry. A tiara, the clip holding her hair in the ponytail had jewels on it, a necklace, several bracelets, a belt with jewels on it, three earrings on her left ear and two on her right ear, gloves with emeralds strapped to the back of them. She flew straight over to Suki and landed on the woman's shoulder. The small fairy almost collapsed as soon as she landed, dropping to her knees as she gasped for air and tried catching her breath. 
 
      
 
    Suki glanced at the fairy on her shoulder "You are not a local fairy. What are you doing on the mainland?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Demons. Bad. Need help." The fairy panted out between gasps for air. 
 
      
 
    "Relax, catch your breath I don't need an answer right away. We can't leave until everyone is healed anyways." Suki said, glancing over to see Lillith's progress. Kaden was now healed and she was working on healing Zanath now. "Start with your name, then what you need. But we are in the middle of a war against the demons, so keep your guard up." 
 
      
 
    The fairy took a few deep breaths and waited a minute to catch her breath before speaking again. "My name is Pex and-" 
 
      
 
    "Isn't that a name for a pixie, not a fairy?" Kaden interrupted. But he was silenced when Estellese elbowed him in the ribs. "Ow! I was just saying." 
 
      
 
    Pex waited for him to stop, then resumed talking. "I don't know what has happened but the demons are going mad or something. They just suddenly launched an all out assault on Evean, they are throwing everything they have at us. We need help. I need to speak to Alicia." 
 
      
 
    Suki frowned. "The demons are in a panic. We figured out how to close these demonic rifts once and for all, as soon as we began preparing to close them the demons panicked and attacked us. We just closed the one here and the elven army is finishing off the last of the demons about a mile north of here." She then hesitated and glanced at Lillith. "You'll have to ask Adamus if the elves can assist but after this battle I really don't think we can spare the troops, we are in bad shape." 
 
      
 
    "You can close the rifts?! How?" Pex exclaimed as she sprang up from Suki's shoulder and began flying in front of the woman's face. 
 
      
 
    "Uh. I don't really understand the specifics, they made some contraption that is capable of closing the rifts and it works." Suki replied. "We lost most of our main scientist group in this battle though, we don't have any to spare." Suki answered. 
 
      
 
    Pex looked over at the three Alphas when they were mentioned and a confused look crossed her face. She flew over to Estellese and brushed her long pink hair back to check the woman's ear. She only got a brief look before Estellese moved and brushed her aside. "What are you doing?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "I've never seen a round eared elf before." Pex answered. "Why would you round out your ears? You look weird like that." 
 
      
 
    "We are not elves, we are humans." Mendelen answered. "Our ears are naturally like that." 
 
      
 
    Pex frowned a little. "Oh, sorry that must really suck being naturally born with weird lookin' ears. I can only imagine how much you're made fun of for that. I shall refrain from making jokes about it then." Then she paused for a moment. "OH! Right! I have an important job I must not get sidetracked. I almost forgot." She nearly shouted out. "The rifts, how do you close the rifts?" 
 
      
 
    "Hate to keep sending you from one person to the next, but he's the only one who knows how." Mendelen answered as he pointed over to where Zanath was lying. "And he's out cold. But it is this machine that pumps Aether energy into the rift constantly, converting sunlight into energy. It takes a while but it slowly closes the rift." 
 
      
 
    "Slowly?" Pex lowered her head. "That won't do…" 
 
      
 
    "No it works. We were able to successfully defend it." Suki replied. 
 
      
 
    Pex shook her head. "You don't understand. We wouldn't ask for help if it wasn't serious." She said. 
 
      
 
    "It was serious here too, there was an entire army of them protecting it." Suki answered. 
 
      
 
    Pex shook her head again. "You don't understand. There is an abyssal demon coming out of it right now. It will be out by tomorrow." 
 
      
 
    Suki froze and her face went pale. "This rift was a distraction for the real attack. Shit! We walked right into it." 
 
      
 
    "It is just one right? If we all group up on it we can take it down." Mendelen suggested. 
 
      
 
    Suki shook her head. "No human. An abyssal demon will take an entire army to bring down. Imagine the pure demon we fought, those were about eight feet tall. Now imagine it if it was forty feet tall, with skin stronger than metal, and magic three times as powerful." 
 
      
 
    "Oh. Yeah that ain't going down that easily." Mendelen murmured. "So what do we do?" 
 
      
 
    "If the rift is big enough for an abyssal demon to get through we need to close it immediately. Otherwise the abyssal demon will just come right back through the portal after we kill it and send it back to hell." She looked over at the Alphas. "We have more rifts in the area that we have to close, and after losing all of these scientists we can't spare any more. You four need to go and make the device for the fairies. Do NOT try to enter this battle." She instructed. She then turned to the fairy "Do you have a letter for Alicia or Adamus explaining the situation?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    Pex nodded "I do." She said as she pulled a tiny letter out of her pocket. She handed it to Suki who grabbed it with her fingertips, although as soon as Suki was carrying the letter it suddenly grew to the size of a normal piece of paper. 
 
      
 
    "Good. Take the humans and go south, get to the ocean shore as quickly as you can." Suki ordered. "I will take this to Adamus. Once I find him I will meet you at the shore with any reinforcements he can spare. Pex I am going to trust you with protecting the humans, they are no stronger than civilians and are surely not capable of engaging in combat. Cora can use nature and wood-magic and will make you a boat to go back to the islands. Cora and Lillith can not go with you, we need them here, but they can go as far as the shore to make the boat." 
 
      
 
    "The humans can not fly correct?" Pex asked, and when she received a nod in return she frowned. "There are elementals on the islands, and we have to cross the islands to get to Evean on foot. We can't just fly over them. I'm just a librarian, I can use magic but I can't face an elemental. I am not yet skilled enough in magic to complete the ritual." 
 
      
 
    "The ritual?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Fairies are magical creatures, we are known for our incredible skill in using magic. As a right of passage ritual, in order to call ourselves a master of our chosen elements, we must go out and fight an elemental of the same element one on one and win. Then a fairy can call herself or himself a master of their chosen element." Pex answered. 
 
      
 
    "An elemental is the embodiment of an element that has been brought to life." Suki explained. "A fire elemental is literally just a big living fireball with masterful control over the fire element. Naturally, elementals are completely immune to their own element. So in order to beat an elemental with its own element you must have mastered your own element to such an extreme degree that you can control the elemental itself and tear it apart or completely overwhelm it with immense power." 
 
      
 
    Pex gave Suki an odd look. "Why explain it? Everyone knows what an elemental is." 
 
      
 
    "These humans are not from this world." Suki explained. "They did not have magic or other races in their homeworld." 
 
      
 
    "SERIOUSLY!" Pex shouted out in shock. "I KNEW aliens existed! They said I was crazy but I knew it! Can we just take the spaceship to Evean? I wanna ride in the spaceship, please? Pretty please! I'll share some of my sugar! I brought a lot with me, there's enough to share!" She pressed her hands together as if she was praying and gave Estellese the puppydog eyes. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Kaden laughed, but Estellese frowned a little. "I'm sorry, but we didn't come on a spaceship." Estellese answered. "We just kinda… Got teleported here I guess, against our will." 
 
      
 
    Pex looked terribly disappointed and lowered her head. "Oh…" She murmured. 
 
      
 
    Zanath joined the group and spoke to Mendelen. "Is everyone alright?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "We are all okay, but that elf girl you knew. I forget her name." Mendelen started. 
 
      
 
    "Esyll?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, Esyll. She didn't make it, and we lost all of the other scientists. We are planning out what to do now, the demons are causing problems for the fairies too and they will need our help." Mendelen answered. "I'm sorry." 
 
      
 
    Zanath froze for a moment, and looked around as if expecting it to be a joke, as if he'd see Esyll standing nearby somewhere. Of course, he couldn't see her, her body was lying beneath the tall grass. And all the other scientists were also gone. "Whatever decision you make, I'll agree with. Come get me when we are ready to go." Without another word he turned and walked away. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry." Kaden added. "I tried to save her." 
 
      
 
    Zanath did not respond, he just kept walking until he was far away from the group but still in sight. Then he just sat down in the grass and stared off into space. 
 
      
 
    "Is he okay?" Pex asked. "Does he want some sugar? I have some." 
 
      
 
    "He made several friends in the elven village. And all of them just died." Mendelen explained. "He will be okay. And while we appreciate the sugar I don't think it'll help right now." 
 
      
 
    "Everyone is healed, but Cora is still unconscious." Lillith murmured quietly as she rejoined the group. 
 
      
 
    Suki nodded "she used too much magic. It may not have looked like a lot from the inside, but making massive walls like that and keeping them constantly and instantly repairing any damage they take is no easy task. Definitely not something a normal magic user could pull off. We're lucky she is still alive." 
 
      
 
    "Overuse of magic can kill you?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes. It uses your body's physical energy. Your lungs, heart, and all other inner organs need that energy to function. If you used it all up all your inner organs would shut down. Granted you can use a lot of magic before that happens but she was probably cutting it pretty close." Pex explained 
 
      
 
    "We need to get moving though and we can't leave her behind. Can anyone carry her while they run?" Suki asked. But nobody spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "I have a possible solution" Pex offered. "My signet" 
 
      
 
    "What is your signet?" Suki asked. 
 
      
 
    "I can shrink things down to my size. And yes I know normal magic can do that, but what is special about my signet is that it also works on living things." Pex answered. 
 
      
 
    "Can't normal magic work on living things? I mean, everything that enters Evean is shrunken down to fairy size." Suki replied. 
 
      
 
    "No that is not normal magic. Well it is, but it is a series of spells woven together that are so complicated they'd be impractical and impossible for someone to cast normally. It took four fairies to cast all the spells needed to make the enchantment for the city." Pex explained. "It was interesting to read about it all, it's a key part of the history of Evean and was the start of our communication with the other races. Well, the start of major communication and trade. It was then that we were able to-" 
 
      
 
    "I appreciate the history lesson, but if we don't get moving we could have an army of demons bearing down on us." Suki repeated. "Shrink her down and carry her to the shore with you. I will run back through the battlefield and deliver the message to Adamus then" 
 
      
 
    "Why Adamus? The message is for Alicia it needs to go to her." Pex interrupted 
 
      
 
    "Alicia is..." Suki glanced at Lillith. "busy. It must go to Adamus for now, he is in charge until Alicia returns." 
 
      
 
    Pex followed Suki's gaze over to Lillith then looked back at Suki "you don't mean…?" 
 
      
 
    "We don't know." Suki answered. 
 
      
 
    "Oh." Pex answered "do whatever needs to be done then" 
 
      
 
    Lillith frowned, her body and especially her arms were shaking. Her face was pale and she looked like she was about to puke. "Please stop treating me like a child. I'm sixteen, I'm not a kid nor am I stupid, I can understand everything you are saying." Her voice was as shaky as her body. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry" Suki replied. "Anyways, go to the shore I'll deliver the letter. Have crystal make a boat and set sail immediately, I will return to escort Cora and Lillith back to the village shortly after. Good luck, and be safe. The world is a dangerous place." She said before checking to make sure she had the letter. She then sprinted back towards the battlefield at superhuman speeds, she was gone in the blink of an eye. 
 
      
 
    "But wait! What do we do about the elementals!" Pex called out but Suki was long gone. Pex sighed and lowered her head, flying a little closer to the ground. "Well, I guess we should get moving then" 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry." Mendelen spoke up. "We will figure out how to handle the elementals. We humans may not be powerful right now, but we know how to fight." He tried to comfort her. 
 
      
 
    "I hope so." Pex said quietly. She flew over to Cora and placed a tiny hand on the woman's forehead, after a brief moment of focusing Cora shrunk until she was only six and a half inches tall, half an inch taller then Pex. She then looked up at the humans and elf that remained. "Um… You, you're a healer right? You probably have the gentlest touch out of everyone here if that's the case. Can you carry her? Need to be gentle so you don't crush her, small bodies are fragile and easily squished." 
 
      
 
    "Sure." Lillith nodded and very carefully picked up Cora, it was strange seeing her teacher this tiny. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, are we all ready to go then?" Pex asked, glancing over at Zanath and then giving Mendelen a concerned look. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded "Yeah, he is ready. Let's go." 
 
      
 
    "Alright." Pex replied as she began flying south, and everyone followed. "I have control of the Air element of magic, I can also sort of use fire but not as well. In addition to that I have a couple healing and barrier spells but nothing too great, she can probably heal far better than I can. What are your names everyone?" 
 
      
 
    Everyone introduced themselves one by one, and Lillith introduced both herself and Cora. 
 
      
 
    "Good. Nice to meet you all." Pex chirped, regaining her usual cheery and bubbly demeanor. "Stick close to me, if any monsters come our way I'm just gonna blow them away with a strong gust of wind, I don't wanna fight. Just watch out for non-physical attacks like fireballs or lightning I can't blow those away. Although, I don't think anything in the area uses lightning, but still watch out for it." 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Kaden and Mendelen both answered, and everyone traveled close to Pex as they moved south. It was a long walk and would take several hours to get to the shore, Pex would stop to sit on Estellese's shoulder and rest within a few minutes of their trip and would just ride her shoulder the rest of the way there. They ran into several monsters, a few slimes, a hellhound, goblin tribes, a swarm of giant wasps, several minotaurs. Although, the group noticed that none of these minotaurs attacked them. Like the one the met in the forest, it growled, roared, and stomped towards them, but it did not attack. 
 
      
 
    All of the monsters they met out here seemed drastically different from the ones they saw in the dungeon. The ones in the dungeon attacked non-stop with seemingly no regard for their own survival whereas the monsters out here on the surface didn't always attack and seemed to value their safety and survival. As soon as they noticed they were outmatched by Pex's magic all but the slimes backed off or fled. Kaden noted in particular that the minotaurs did not seem aggressive, they looked territorial. Kaden thought they were trying to communicate "Get off my land or I will kill you." rather than trying to outright kill them. And, of course, as long as they left the area the minotaurs let them go. 
 
      
 
    They safely made it to the beach on the southern side of the mainlands, a vast ocean laid out in front of them. "So, humans right?" Pex chirped as she took flight again and hovered in front of the group. "What is your native language? What does it sound like?" 
 
      
 
    "Uh," Mendelen started. "Humans have many different native languages depending on where in the world they live." 
 
      
 
    "Really?" Pex questioned. "That seems very silly, why would you do that?" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shrugged. "It just happened that way." He answered. "You are speaking one of the native human languages, the one the four of us all speak. English." He pointed out. 
 
      
 
    Pex looked at him in disbelief for a moment, then suddenly burst out laughing and almost fell out of the sky. "You humans think I'm speaking your language!" She laughed uncontrollably. "You really know nothing of this world. It's so funny." 
 
      
 
    "I do not understand." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "Nobody here, not even the elves, speaks your language. How could anyone possibly know a human language when you're from another world. I've never even heard of humans before." Pex explained. "I have a thing for history, so here's your history lesson for the day. A long long time ago when the alliances between the elves, dwarves, and fairies first started we only had a couple translators and it made communication difficult. It also gave the translators too much power over everyone else, and that power was abused by some." She started. "The fairies were the original creators of magic, well we didn't create it per-say but discovered it and how to use it. We discovered different elements around this time, and learned about enchanting. WIth the right magical skills and a little ectoplasm you can bind a spell to an object, or a person." 
 
      
 
    "You can enchant a person? Not just an item?" Kaden questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Yes. However enchantments will constantly drain the energy of whatever they are bound to, so enchanting a person will likely drain them of energy so rapidly they'll die unless it is incredibly low powered. It's also very difficult and dangerous to do. When put into a weapon you can at least put it down if it is sapping too much of your energy and control how much you allow it to take. Anyways, we learned of enchanting people and after a few… Tests, which a lot of people still say were immoral, we managed to enchant a fairy with a translation spell. The spell automatically took anything spoken by the elven, dwarven, anthropomorphic, fairy, pixie, gnome, and a few other races and converted it into whatever the enchanted person's natural language was. It would also take anything the enchanted person said, and convert it into the language of all of those races. So, even though we all spoke completely different languages, this spell broke down any language barriers. It doesn't work on all races though, just a couple of them." She explained. "After it was discovered, it became customary for all Fairies, Elves, and Dwarves to place this enchantment on themselves and their children. If two people are talking only one of them needs to have the enchantment for them to be able to converse normally, so this breaks down the language barrier to all the races we see as potential allies. Apparently the enchantment also translates for humans, I am curious as to why, but it is a happy coincidence." 
 
      
 
    "Well that's interesting." Mendelen mused. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly someone shouted and Lillith jumped, only to realize that Cora had woken up. "What happened?" Cora shouted out. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry." Lillith said quickly but quietly. "We had to move, fast, so the fairy just shrunk you down temporarily so we could transport you quickly." 
 
      
 
    Pex flew over to Cora, who was standing in the palm of Lillith's hand, and landed beside her. "Welcome back sleepyhead. It's my signet that made you fairy sized, take my hands and we will jump. Trust me, it looks like a long fall but you'll be okay. As we jump I'll undo the spell and you'll pop back to normal." 
 
      
 
    "You sure hon?" Cora asked. "I've never heard of body changing magic that worked that fast." 
 
      
 
    Pex nodded "Positive ma'am! I would bet my sugar supply on it!" 
 
      
 
    "You're pretty serious then." Cora murmured. "Okay I trust you." She moved to the edge of Lillith's hand and held onto both of Pex's hands. Then, together they jumped off Lillith's hand and as they fell suddenly Cora rapidly grew back to her normal 5'7" size. Pex started to fly and was still holding onto Cora's fingertips when Cora returned to normal. 
 
      
 
    "See? There you go." Pex chirped and smiled brightly. "Pretty cool eh?" 
 
      
 
    "Very." Cora laughed. "Why are we on the ocean shore?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Demons are attacking Evean, it's bad. We need to get the humans to the island so they can build whatever it was that closed your demonic rift. We need you to build a boat." Pex answered. 
 
      
 
    "I am exhausted, and I know nothing about boats." Cora pointed out, but seeing no other choice she sighed. "But I'll do my best." 
 
      
 
    "A little sailboat that can fit the four of them, one with a big sail that can withstand very strong winds, that's all we need." Pex said. 
 
      
 
    "Lillith and I are not coming?" Cora asked. 
 
      
 
    Pex shook her head. "Suki is coming back to take you two back to the village." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah I guess we'll be needed to help the wounded. Smart choice. I'll get to work on the boat just give me some time." Cora said. She focused and trees began growing out of the ground, the wood on the trees began bending themselves and forming the shape of a small sailboat. It sunk almost immediately but Cora pulled it back out of the water, dumped the water out, adjusted the wood on the boat and tried again. It took several tries to get it to float which left the Alphas feeling uneasy about riding in this boat. Once it was floating Cora made a giant leaf grow out of the pole in the middle to take the place of a sail. 
 
      
 
    "That's the best I can do" Cora said. "It floats, and the leaf will work as a sail. Don't worry about the leaf tearing I reinforced it so much that it should be able to withstand a thousand pounds of pressure before breaking. Just don't put any sharp objects near it." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, that is plenty" pix said. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, thank you for everything." Mendelen and Estellese both said. 
 
      
 
    "What will you four do after helping the fairies?" Cora asked. "Can we expect to see you again?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't really know." Mendelen said "but as long as we survive you will probably see us again at some point. If we stay or just drop by the village is up in the air." 
 
      
 
    "Alright." Cora replied. "Well I wish you the best of luck then. Be safe out there." 
 
      
 
    Lillith nodded "yes be careful everyone. It was nice meeting you all." She looked up at them briefly and faked a smile, before turning her gaze back to the ground. 
 
      
 
    "Same to you both" Mendelen said. He noticed Pex fly onto the ship and took that and the goodbyes as a sign that they needed to go. Everyone started boarding the little sailboat. 
 
      
 
    As they boarded, Cora focused and made fruits and vegetables start growing out of the ground. She also made some leftover wood grow into a basket. She put the food into the basket and handed it to Estellese. "For the trip" 
 
      
 
    Estellese took the basket and smiled back. "Thank you. We really appreciate it." She said before joining the others on the boat. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 "My two best friends are gone… Alicia is gone..." Lillith murmured almost breathlessly. She was looking down at the ground and was starting to shake again. 
 
      
 
    "Lillith, no." Cora said softly. "Relax hon, Alicia could be okay we don't know anything yet. It's okay, don't count her out yet." She placed her hands on Lillith's shoulders. "You are okay." 
 
      
 
    "Alright everyone sit down and hold on." Pex instructed. "It would normally take several days to reach the Altia islands by sailboat, we need to get there in a couple hours. I'm gonna do everything I can to make this boat go as fast as possible." 
 
      
 
    Everyone sat down and held onto the sides of the boat. "Ready when you are" Mendelen told Pex. 
 
      
 
    "I am not okay, I just watched my friend die and my other best friend is also probably dead." Lillith stated "And they are gone now, our job is done. I don't have to pretend to be okay anymore." 
 
      
 
    As soon as Pex heard that everyone was ready she blasted a powerful nonstop gust of wind at the leaf sail, causing the boat to rush forwards at incredible speeds. Everyone was thrown backwards from the sudden burst of speed but thankfully since they were sitting nobody fell off the boat or fell too far. The alphas glanced back as their boat rocketed off into the sea, watching as Lillith collapsed to her knees and broke down. Cora knelt down behind her and hugged her close, trying to comfort the young girl. 
 
      
 
    "So, humans, what is your society like? What is the history of your race and how do you survive without magic? Do you have a religion? How did you get here?" Pex began firing off question after question. Mendelen, Estellese, and Kaden answered most of the questions, only avoiding the one about how they got here. Zanath remained silent and watched the water, there was all sorts of interesting creatures swimming around below them. 
 
      
 
    The four alphas took turns on lookout duty throughout the night, while the rest slept. It was a seven hour ride before they reached the Altia Isles, a cluster of 5 islands all close together with one little island high up on a rock in the middle. 
 
      
 
    "That middle island is where Evean is located, but we need to land the boat on one of these outer islands." Pex explained. 
 
      
 
    As the boat moved closer to the isles everyone felt like they went through a fog, and oddly enough it felt like that fog was making their bodies really hyper and energetic. 
 
      
 
    "Why can't we land on the middle island?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "These islands are magical. That fog-like feeling you feel is the density of the magic energy floating around in the air. That energy makes these islands very dangerous, not the most dangerous place in the world but dangerous. The elementals that live here survive by feeding off that energy. They couldn't exist anywhere else unless an equal energy field was there. Similar to the way the trees near the elven village are alive, that's a similar but much weaker fog of energy." Pex explained. "Or, long story short, from here on through any part of the water could be a living being. A water elemental. And you do NOT want to fight one of those things on a boat. The boat will be sunk before you even know you're under attack. Since you four can't fly, we need to leave the boat behind and travel on foot where you won't be trapped in a watery grave. Which is where we need to worry about parts of the earth under our feet being alive. But at least you can run someplace else in that scenario." 
 
      
 
    "I thought the energy in magic was the energy in your body" Estellese spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "It is. But that energy doesn't have to only exist within your body. When you cast spells or use magic, the energy exists outside your body for a short time. This is that same energy, existing outside of our bodies. Nobody really knows how or why there is such a dense amount of it here, it can't exist outside of a living host for long so all the energy you feel now will be gone in a few minutes, but it will be replaced with a new wave of energy." Pex explained. 
 
      
 
    "So where is the energy coming from?" Zanath asked, suddenly getting interested and speaking after his hours of silence. 
 
      
 
    "We don't know." Pex answered. "Sorry. We theorize that something is radiating this energy but we can't find what or where it is. Our best guess is deep under the central island where our city is. There is a few places in the world where energy is radiated from something like this, but this place is by far the most radiated. And you can see its effects, like the elementals for example, on the surrounding islands." 
 
      
 
    Zanath nodded and turned back to the water. 
 
      
 
    "Sooo. Question" Pex started. 
 
      
 
    "Yes?" Mendelen asked and turned to Pex. 
 
      
 
    "Well, being a fairy I never had a need for a boat. I fly everywhere. So I was wondering, since you humans can't fly and probably use boats a lot… How do we land?" Pex asked. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, anyone here driven a boat before?" Mendelen asked, but nobody spoke up. "Well since none of us have any experience with boats your guess is as good as ours." He said. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, well brace yourselves because this is gonna be REALLY bumpy." Pex smirked widely and focused on the land ahead of them. The boat was speeding towards the beach with no sign of slowing down, in fact Pex was still blasting wind into the sail to speed it up. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, we are not slowing down?" Mendelen asked unsurely. 
 
      
 
    "No. Why would we do that?" Pex replied. 
 
      
 
    As the boat neared the shore Pex sent a powerful gust of wind upwards into the sail launching the little boat into the air. "NOW!" Pex shouted out as she flew off the boat and onto the island. The boat flew over the beach and landed in the dirt, it was sent skidding across the ground as the wood on the bottom of the boat got torn up and it finally stopped when it crashed into a big rock. 
 
      
 
    Pex flew over to the crashed boat. "That was awesome! You didn't say you could drive the boat on land! I was expecting you to jump off when I said now, but that was cool." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen crawled out of the wreckage and took his helmet off. "If you wanted us to jump off, you probably should've said that." 
 
      
 
    "I didn't?" Pex asked. 
 
      
 
    "No." Kaden groaned as he crawled out of the wreckage covered in splinters 
 
      
 
    "Oh, oops. You may not have noticed but I tend to be a teensy bit air headed and forgetful. But we're all here safe and alive, so that's good." Pex chirped. 
 
      
 
    Estellese and Zanath climbed out of the boat, both covered in scrapes and cuts but they were otherwise okay. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen turned to Pex. "Alright, so what's the plan for the elementals? Can we just blow them out of the way." 
 
      
 
    "The elementals?" Pex asked. "Oh! The elementals! Um, no, we can't blow all of them away. Only some of them." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen pressed a couple fingers against his temple and took a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    Estellese finished picking up the fruit basket and rejoined the group "Is everyone okay? That was a rough landing." 
 
      
 
    "It would seem so." Mendelen replied. "Shockingly." He added. 
 
      
 
    "The boat was slowed down by the sand and dirt enough to not kill us when it hit the rock." Zanath stated. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded and turned to Pex "Lead the way to wherever we are going. Blow away any elementals you can and tell us if you see one you can't so we can figure out a plan to sneak past it." He said. 
 
      
 
    "That works," Pex chirped, although despite her energetic and bubbly demeanor she was starting to look winded and exhausted again. It would seem like the energy on the island re-energized her a little but not enough. "let's go!" 
 
      
 
    Pex flew off in a north-western direction, flying only a few feet above the ground so that the humans could follow. Despite some minor injuries the four alphas ran behind Pex and kept up with her. The area they were in was a hilly, grassy area not too different from the mainland, only there were more trees here. As they ran west the shore to the south of them became blocked by mountains but they could still see the shore to the north way off in the distance when they were atop the tall hills. Far off to the north west there was what looked like a huge bridge of light connecting this island to the little island in the middle. There was also a smaller wooden bridge connecting this island to another neighboring island to the west that looked more mountainous and seemed to have a volcano on it. 
 
      
 
    As they ran, suddenly the ground burst open a few feet in front of them causing everyone to stop. The stones that burst out of the ground all flew into each other and merged to form a five foot tall stone wolf that roared at the group and lunged at Mendelen and Pex. 
 
      
 
    Pex pushed the stone wolf back with a powerful gust of wind, slamming it into the ground so hard the rocks forming the wolf broke apart. Although the earth elemental was far from dead, it didn't need to remain in a solid connected form to survive. As the stone wolf broke apart the pieces of stone all fired themselves at the Alphas like bullets from a gun. 
 
      
 
    Pex focused and a big dome-like barrier appeared around herself and the Alphas. The dome was made up of powerful winds moving nonstop in a circular motion around the group, and as the rocks hit the dome they were thrown off to the side and away from the group by the winds. The rocks immediately turned around mid-flight and flew back at the group, but this time instead of trying to fire into the group once they got near the wind barrier they all merged together like clay to form a stone giant that stood 10 feet tall. The giant slammed it's massive fist down through the top of the barrier forcing everyone to dive out of the way to avoid being crushed. 
 
      
 
    As they got up onto their feet they could see what looked like electricity surging nonstop around the shape of an elf. There was no solid body, just electricity surging around seemingly nothing. As soon as the Lightning elemental saw them it hissed loudly and in a flash it shifted into the shape of a giant lightning snake. 
 
      
 
    "That is exactly the one elemental I did NOT want to run into!" Pex called out as she noticed the Lightning elemental. 
 
      
 
    "How do we fight it?" Kaden called back. 
 
      
 
    "You either have magic, or you don't fight an elemental." Pex answered. "You can't kill them without magic. I'm sorry, but we need to go." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean by that?" Mendelen questioned. But before he got an answer Pex suddenly hit herself and the four Alphas with a massive gust of wind that lifted everyone off the ground and threw them high in the air and in a general northern direction. 
 
      
 
    Pex caught herself in mid-air over the water and watched as the four Alphas all plummeted down into the ocean. Everyone except Kaden resurfaced and started coughing and choking. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen did a quick head count and waited a moment, then cussed quietly "I don't see Kaden" he said breathlessly before diving back into the water. 
 
      
 
    "Damnit Kaden" Estellese hissed before she also dove back under the water. A few seconds passed and it felt like an eternity, but Mendelen, Kaden and Estellese all resurfaced. Mendelen had Kaden's left arm over his shoulders, and Estellese had Kaden's right arm over her shoulders. Kaden was not moving. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden was knocked out on impact. He's out cold" Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "At least he's not dead" Zanath said. The four of them started swimming towards the shore while Pex hovered overhead. 
 
      
 
    Pex could feel the weight of the silence and lack of any acknowledgment. "I'm sorry." She said quietly. "I panicked, I can't fight these things. I don't know what else I could have done to get away." 
 
      
 
    "It's fine. Just don't do that again" Mendelen stated. "Things like that can kill humans" 
 
      
 
    "I know, it would've killed an elf too. I panicked, I'm not a fighter." Pex said quietly. 
 
      
 
    "It is okay. You did your best" Mendelen said. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, we are still alive so no hard feelings." Estellese answered. 
 
      
 
    "In the future." Zanath started. "Make an upwards gust of wind under the people as they fall. Not enough to push them up but enough to slow their fall. If you did that we could have landed without injury, or at least without major injury." 
 
      
 
    "I'll keep that in mind" Pex said quietly. "At least I aimed for the water and not the ground, right?" She said awkwardly. 
 
      
 
    "Yes. That would've been bad." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    The group reached the shore and laid Kaden down on the beach. As they looked around they noticed that there seemed to be what looked like a bridge of light not far from them reaching all the way out to the center island. The bridge looked like it was coming out of these massive pillars made of diamonds, rubies, emeralds, and other gems. 
 
      
 
    "We just need to cross the bridge." Pex said. "I'm sorry, but I can't heal you right now. I may not look it, but I am very, very exhausted. The magic on the island and in my gemstones are helping me stay energized, but the gemstones are running out and the energy in the air can only do so much. Plus just being on the mainland for a while is draining, never mind crossing the ocean twice and spending time on the mainland." 
 
      
 
    "Why is the mainland draining?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't really know. It doesn't seem to bother fairies who are born there. But any fairies who are born here or live here find it very tiring to just be on the mainland." Pex answered. 
 
      
 
    "The fairies born here are acclimated to the excess energy in the air around here." Zanath said. "Just a theory, but I would attribute that to the feeling of exhaustion on the mainland." 
 
      
 
    "That makes sense, I think" Pex answered. 
 
      
 
    "Can you at least heal the major breaks?" Mendelen asked "Or mend them so we can walk? If it exhausts you too much we can carry you the rest of the way." 
 
      
 
    Pex backed up a little and hesitated, giving the four of them a distrusting look. She did not like the idea of being left in such a vulnerable state, in the hands of a giant she didn't know. But at the same time, she needed their help. "Only if that one carries me." She replied pointing to Estellese. "She looks the least scary. She has normal colored hair, and reminds me of a fairy." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked at Estellese, 'the least scary? Normal colored hair?' he thought and almost laughed at the thought. "That's fine, right Estell?" 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded "Yeah, I don't mind." 
 
      
 
    Pex hesitated, but nodded. "Alright, but remember I am not skilled in healing magic like your elven friends, and my healing magic comes from the Aether element, so it works differently." 
 
      
 
    "That is okay, just do your best." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    Pex flew over to the group and placed a hand on each person's forehead for a brief moment. As she touched them they felt a pins and needles-ish feeling throughout their bodies and felt a little numb. Similar to the way drinking a potion felt but the numbness was not nearly as strong. 
 
      
 
    "What is the difference between Aether and Nature healing magic?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Huh?" Pex asked. "It's really basic. Your body heals naturally from wounds, for example if you get a scrape or a bruise it will heal in a few weeks. The Aether element has healing spells, much like the potions made to heal wounds these spells drastically speed up your body's natural regeneration, so those scrapes and bruises will heal in a few minutes or seconds. The glaring flaw with this is that it can't fix anything your body wouldn't have naturally recovered from. Like if you lose an arm, or shatter your bones beyond repair." She explained. "Nature magic, on the other hand, doesn't technically have healing spells or abilities. That is like saying an earth elementalist has spells that heal stone golems. A stone golem is made of earth, they control earth, of course they put it back together if it breaks. Same for nature elementalists, your body is nature, they control nature, of course they can put it back together. Just like mending a stone golem would be for an earth elementalist. So nature magic isn't technically healing, but most people count it as such. It can fix just about anything though, even things Aether healing can't fix. Nature magic can even make you grow extra limbs or change your natural body" She explained. As she used the spell on each of them she was slowly but surely getting worn down, her speech was slowing and becoming a little slurred. 
 
      
 
    By the end of her explanation her healing spell was coming to an end. "Naturally, learning Aether healing is much easier than learning to patch people up with Nature magic. Just gotta give their body's regeneration processes a jump start, unlike nature magic where you have to worry about connecting all the veins, arteries, muscle tissue, bones and all that correctly. It really sucks when you try to regrow someone's arm and forget to connect an artery and they internally bleed to death shortly after." 
 
      
 
    "I assume you get this story from past experience?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    Pex scratched her head "Um, yeah. I once tried to learn nature magic, quickly decided it was not for me and went with air instead." She said breathlessly. She flew over to Estellese and as soon as Estellese held out her hands Pex collapsed onto them. 
 
      
 
    Kaden groggily sat up and stumbled onto his feet, hissing in pain as he stood. "What happened?" He mumbled. 
 
      
 
    "Pex threw us away from the elementals. You got knocked out on impact." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "I figured out that much." Kaden said. "What happened while I was out?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, well not much. Pex healed some of our injuries, and we talked. We are almost at the central island." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Kaden said. "Well I'm up, let's go before more show up. One lesson in flying is more than enough for me." He started limping towards the light bridge assuming that was where they were going. Everyone else began walking along behind him as best as they could with their injuries. Thanks to Pex's healing they were able to walk without too much difficulty. 
 
      
 
    "The rest of the walk shouldn't be hard." Pex spoke up. Her energetic and cheerful demeanor seemed to be gone and replaced with a very quiet and weak one. "The bridge and the central island are free of elementals. The fairies keep them off those areas." 
 
      
 
    The group nodded as they approached the light bridge "Why do you have light bridges when you can fly?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "For the elves and dwarves who want to visit." Pex replied. "Or any other non-flying races really. Too dangerous to take a ship there." 
 
      
 
    "The land seems more dangerous than the sea, if you have a good ship." Kaden pointed out. 
 
      
 
    Pex laughed lightly, but then immediately began coughing. Once she caught her breath she shook her head. "Not really. I'm not a fighter so the land is dangerous to us. But to a group of people with combat experience the elementals aren't that bad. There's far worse things out there like a lich, a greater demon, a shapeshifter or dragon or something. The elementals are tough, but not as bad as many of the other things travelers often face." 
 
      
 
    "I'll take note of that." Kaden mused as he limped across the bridge. He watched the water beneath them as they walked, it was a little unsettling to be walking over a bridge that appeared to be made of light, especially when it was see through. But it was solid enough to stand on, so it must not have actually been light. The path to the central island was clear, and the island itself was small. They could see the other side of the island and nobody could see any sort of city here, but Pex insisted that it was here so they continued traveling towards the center. The grass seemed to be getting taller and taller as they walked. 
 
      
 
    Zanath started looking around as they walked, and he looked a little uneasy. Estellese glanced at him "What is wrong Zanath?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Everything around us is slowly growing." Zanath pointed out. 
 
      
 
    Estellese looked around, and he was right. The grass in front of them was no taller than the grass behind them, yet it seemed with every step they took it became taller and taller. It almost reached Estellese's waist. Pex also seemed to be getting heavier and heavier and when she glanced down at the little fairy in her hands, Pex was also growing bigger. 
 
      
 
    "Things are not getting bigger." Pex spoke up. "You are getting smaller. We don't want you giants squishing our city, so it is charmed to make everything that comes near it fairy sized. Once you reach the gates we'll be the same size, pretty much." 
 
      
 
    "We will change back, right? To our normal size?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Well of course not, you'll crush the city." Pex stated sharply, as if that was obvious. 
 
      
 
    "You mean we'll be stuck tiny forever?" Kaden asked as they all stopped walking. 
 
      
 
    "Well, no of course not. You go back to normal when you leave the city. A charm like that can't possibly work forever." Pex stated, again as if it was obvious. "Oh wait, you never saw magic before. Right, I keep forgetting you people are so strange." 
 
      
 
    Everyone let out a sigh of relief, they silently opted not to respond to Pex's comment, and instead just kept walking. It was a few more minutes of walking before the grass was far taller than they were, the humans were all roughly between 5 and 6 inches tall and by that time Estellese needed to stop and adjust the way she carried Pex since the fairy had become taller than herself. She now carried Pex in a bridal carry. The city wasn't much further. 
 
      
 
    When they finally pushed through the last giant blades of grass and reached the city they were shocked. The buildings looked similar to the medieval elven homes but there was one massive difference, the homes were covered in huge valuable gemstones. It was like a city made of gems, and a little wood. The gems didn't seem to be just for looks either, most of these houses floated high above the ground. It looked like the gemstones were some sort of magical power source to keep the houses afloat. The city was massive and beautiful, with all the gemstones sparkling in the moonlight, the colored lights reflecting off the gemstones leaving a rainbow of colors all over the ground and structures. The view was breathtaking to the humans, who had never seen anything like it. Fairies could be seen all over the place hurriedly flying from one building to the next as they went about their lives. 
 
      
 
    "Well, this is Evean. I do apologize in advance, it was made for fairies not other races. We put some of the important buildings on the ground for the occasional traveler, but most of the buildings are going to be hard for someone without wings to reach. Not impossible though! We made ropes to climb up." Pex said happily. 
 
      
 
    The group was stunned by the city and didn't have anything to say at the moment, they just looked around to take it all in. 
 
      
 
    - Next Chapter: A Moment Too Late. - 
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    ~~ Chapter 16: A Moment too Late ~~ 
 
      
 
    The four Alphas looked around the fairy city in awe for several seconds, the gems all over the city were making it sparkle and cover the city in bright colors. The fairies were zipping about wearing lots of jewelry along with colorful clothes that were often relatively revealing, loose, adorned with many gems, and flowing with their every movement. They stared for a moment before Pex shook Estellese out of it. "Focus. It's just a city. We need to go speak to the king and queen." 
 
      
 
    "We need time to rest Pex, we are all hurt and exhausted." Mendelen stated. "Can you point us to a healer?" 
 
      
 
    "We don't have time to stop I can sense it, something is not right." Pex stated. She got down from Estellese's arms and stood up on her own. It was strange for the Alphas to see the tiny fairy woman standing just as tall as the rest of them. They even noticed, for the first time, that she had been carrying a sword and several small pouches on her belt this whole time. "I'm exhausted too. I just had to cross the ocean twice and the amount of magic I've been burning off probably woulda killed me a long time ago if not for my emeralds." She said, referencing one of the many green gems she was wearing. "We need to get going, follow me." She finished as she began walking towards the center of the city. 
 
      
 
    "Your emeralds? What do they do?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Same thing all the gems in this city do. Gems are really only good for one thing." Pex answered. "Oh, wait, you don't have magic where you come from. Well to put it simply, gems have this odd ability to absorb and store energy. If you pour your energy into a gem it will just stay there, and the gems will also absorb the energy of the area surrounding them. So all the energy that seems to radiate off this island is being sucked up and stored by the gems here before it disappears. Then we have the gems enchanted to cast certain spells or do things like make the houses float and stuff." She explained "I spent a few days pouring my energy into all these gems to charge them up. Then when i went on that trip I pulled the energy back out of the gems for my spells so I don't exhaust myself so much. Of course, the gems can only store a limited amount of energy based on their size, so my gems eventually ran out, they were enough for me to boost myself across the ocean really fast without getting too tired." She explained. "Some people are sick-minded enough to trap elementals within gems and use them as a rechargeable power source. So long as the elementals don't get drained so much that they die. But those are disgusting people, the elementals are living creatures after all and that is without a doubt painful for them." 
 
      
 
    "That is pretty dark." Kaden stated. "But useful, so if we want to use a lot of magic we should invest in getting some gems." 
 
      
 
    "Yes. Remember if you don't live on this island you will have to charge them manually, with your own energy and only, like, half the energy you put into it gets stored. But think of it as banking your energy for an emergency. If sometime later you find yourself in a tight spot, that banked energy may just save you." 
 
      
 
    "Hmm" Kaden murmured. 
 
      
 
    As they walked they could see a massive shining castle made almost entirely of gems levitating high in the air. "So, is there any special manners we need to use when addressing the king and queen?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Usually, yes." Pex started. "But this is a special situation, so for the time being just don't be rude and I'm sure they will not care. They are nice and reasonable people." She stated. As they reached the castle the group saw one really long rope ladder hanging from the front of the castle down to the ground. 
 
      
 
    "I'll, uh, meet you at the top. This walking stuff is not for me, and climbing is surely not something I wanna do." Pex said as she began fluttering her wings and lifted off the ground. Moments later she flew up to the castle leaving the Alphas to climb up on their own. 
 
      
 
    "Can everyone climb? Given our condition?" Mendelen asked. Everyone hesitated, they were still wounded even if their wounds were partially healed. But the group nodded. "Let's go then. Stop this last group of demons and then we can rest and figure out what to do from there." He said. 
 
      
 
    The four of them began climbing up the rope ladder. Mendelen went first incase it was a trap or something, Kaden followed behind him, with Zanath third and Estellese last. They reached the top where Pex awaited them and together the group of five walked in through the massive diamond doors. Which, retrospectively would've been pretty small if the humans were normal sized. As they walked in through the doors they heard a familiar girl's voice. 
 
      
 
    "We suffered heavy losses from the fight we were in before, and we fear a counterattack on the village from any nearby rifts we may not have known about. We can't spare any elven soldiers. Believe me, I really want to and I wish I could, but there is no way we can. Have you asked the dwarves?" The girl asked. 
 
      
 
    "Alicia, you can't even spare a couple of your veteran soldiers?" A woman's voice asked. "The dwarves have not responded to any of our messengers yet. I fear they may be facing their own demons." 
 
      
 
    "I am sorry, we lost too many people. If I had more time I could send some, but right now the vast majority of our soldiers are either dead or badly wounded. We only have a handful of veterans who are unharmed, and our healers can only heal so many people in one day. We have nothing to spare." 
 
      
 
    The doors to the throne room opened and Pex stepped into the room, with the four Alphas following briefly behind her. "I brought help" Pex started. 
 
      
 
    As the Alphas walked into the room they saw Alicia's spirit standing in the room, speaking to a girl with fairy wings and a crown. The fairy queen wore a long, flowing, sleeveless black dress that was adorned with countless gems, mostly diamonds. She had butterfly-like wings that were purple around the edges but faded to blue as they got closer to the center of each of the four sections, with black lines drawing patterns across her wings. Her violet hair was long and straight and her eyes matched her hair. Like the other fairies she was wearing lots of jewel encrusted jewelry. Her arms, neck, and face were covered in black tattoos that looked like wispy curvy lines with jagged edges every here and there. She looked like she was in her early twenties. 
 
      
 
    Of course, Alicia could not have come in person so she used her signet skill to send her spirit here to speak to the queen. She was not looking good though, her spirit looked exhausted, she no longer had her armor on and instead was wearing a short sleeve shirt and shorts with most of her body covered in bandages. Any part of her skin that was visible was very badly burnt and on a closer look her right arm was clearly broken by the way it bent in the wrong direction just a little above her wrist. She was visibly in a lot of pain, and while she tried to hide it it was obvious just by hearing the inflection in her voice. 
 
      
 
    Sitting at desks lining the walls on either side of the throne were six other fairies, three on each side. Three females and three males. They all looked very old and wise. 
 
      
 
    The queen looked over at Pex and the Alphas "Who are these people?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    Alicia turned to them, "you guys survived. That is a relief." She said before turning back to the queen. "These are the humans I mentioned before. They created the device we used to close our rift, they can make one for you too. This is the best I can offer." 
 
      
 
    "Humans? Like that rumor of the boy and his dog?" The queen asked. "Can they fight? Are they powerful?" 
 
      
 
    "I am pretty sure the boy and dog are a fairytale. Or some insane elf getting off on pretending to be the son of the creator." Alicia stated. "But no, they are not powerful and can not fight. But they can build you the machine that closes the rifts, as long as you keep them safe that rift is as good as gone." 
 
      
 
    Kaden gave a brief wave as they were introduced. 
 
      
 
    "But that doesn't solve the problem!" The queen argued "the abyssal demon is out, my husband is holding it off right now! We need to take it down before we can consider closing the rift." 
 
      
 
    "Sybil."'one of the older fairies at the desks spoke up. "If this is the best the elves can offer right now, it is the best we can ask for. We can not pressure our allies to spare troops they can not afford to spare. All who agree?" She stated. 
 
      
 
    The elder who spoke up and three of the other elders rose their hands, only two of the elders disagreed and kept their hands down. "As majority rule, this is the council's stance on this issue. I do not believe anyone here is intent on forcing our decision, but you should consider it." 
 
      
 
    Sybil hesitated. "You have a fair point council, I may be out of line asking for more. I will step down, thank you for the support you did give, Alicia." 
 
      
 
    "Don't thank me" Alicia stated "I was unable to give you the help you needed and I am sorry for that. If anything changes, or anyone becomes available, I will send help immediately. Please be careful." 
 
      
 
    "We will." Sybil replied and with that Alicia's spirit disappeared, returning to her body back in the elven village. The queen turned to the council "Any suggestions for what we do now?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    One elderly man spoke up, "Us council members will have to join the fight. You too madam. Get the humans to build whatever their thing is, then we all join the fight and back up your husband. Some of us will die, but If we are going to rule this city we must be prepared to die for it. If we all fight together I know we can bring the abyssal demon down. Then the humans rush in and shut the rift to ensure that it doesn't come back." 
 
      
 
    "But I do not want to lose anybody, especially the stronger fairies and soldiers. If we lose them we will be vulnerable." Sybil stated 
 
      
 
    "Vulnerable to what?" One of the elder women asked. "If this does indeed close the rift and stop the demons like Princess Alicia says, there is nothing left to attack us other than the lizard men who do not pose much of a threat. The demons will surely open new rifts to attack but that will take considerable time, enough time for us to rebuild." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know, I should see what my husband thinks about this plan." Sybil said. 
 
      
 
    "Your husband went out to fight." The elder spoke up again. "He left you here to make the decision when we all know he could have stayed and sent you to hold the demon back, you are both equally skilled combatants. But he didn't send you to fight, he left you in charge of finding a solution because he trusts in whatever solution you come up with." 
 
      
 
    "I know I can make sound choices on my own. But this, this is a choice with no good outcome. On top of that it is a massive decision that shouldn't be made by one person alone, this battle is completely one sided, so many people are going to die. Who the hell am I to tell hundreds of people that they need to go die, just so we can bet everything on this new unknown device. What if it doesn't work?" Sybil stated. 
 
      
 
    "We understand your concern." One of the elderly council women stated. "But you are their leader, you are the one they put their faith in. They are soldiers, they know that not every battle they are thrust into will be easy. Anyone who is not willing to risk their lives for Evean simply won't fight, nobody is forcing them to. All of the soldiers are ready and willing to fight this battle, no matter the odds, they are just waiting on you to tell them when and where." The elderly woman turned to the other elderly fairies on the council "Do we all agree that this battle is worth the risk?" 
 
      
 
    Starting from left to right each of the fairies gave their opinion. All but one agreed that it was worth it. The very first one stating that "If it worked for the elves, we have to hope it will work for us too. We don't have much choice right now." 
 
      
 
    Sybil hesitated and thought about it. Then after a moment she straightened her stance and bowed her head a little to the council. "Thank you for your wisdom, council." 
 
      
 
    "That is what we are here for dear." The elderly lady replied. "What is your decision?" 
 
      
 
    "I will take your advice. It is sound and reasonable. We build the device and join up with my husband." Sybil answered. 
 
      
 
    "Good, then we will prepare for the battle ahead of us." A different elderly man on the council said. And with that the six fairies stood up and walked out of the room through a door in the back. 
 
      
 
    Sybil turned to the Alphas and Pex "I apologize for keeping you all waiting, your arrival was unexpected and untimely. But regardless I am glad you are here, how long will it take to build this device?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    Everyone turned to Zanath who answered "Two hours, assuming you have all the supplies I need. The elves had someone summon supplies for me so I am assuming you have someone who can do the same?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course, that is quite easily done." Sybil replied, giving them a curious look for asking such a silly question. 
 
      
 
    "Ma'am, they are not from this world. The world they come from has no magic, so this is all foreign to them." Pex explained. 
 
      
 
    "A world without magic?" Sybil asked, raising an eyebrow in interest. "Well I hope we live long enough to visit that world sometime. I'm interested in how such a thing exists and what it is like." 
 
      
 
    "We have technology that is incredibly advanced, compared to the technology here." Zanath answered. "We do not mind sharing such technology after this battle. We have already shared a little with the elves." He explained. 
 
      
 
    "That sounds good to me. Now follow me I will lead you to the supply runners, those fairies will be able to summon whatever materials you need to build the thing." Sybil replied. 
 
      
 
    "You are the queen, you are going to personally escort us?" Kaden asked. "I mean, what if we were assassins or something? Isn't that a dangerous job meant for a guard or something?" 
 
      
 
    Sybil laughed and shook her head. "I am a master of many elements of magic, two being Empathy and Telepathy. Or in other words, I know exactly what you are thinking and feeling right this second. If you had any hostile intent or thoughts of harming me in any way I'd know and you'd be dead before you could even draw your sword." She said with a shrug. "None of you seem to know how to guard your minds from mental intrusion, probably due to your lack of experience with magic. You're all open books. But you need not worry, I am not one of those unethical mages who would probe your mind for personal information or manipulate your emotions to sway your judgment. I only take the information regarding your intent, honesty, and my safety." 
 
      
 
    "That's pretty cool." Estellese mused. "What other elements do you know?" 
 
      
 
    "My primary element is Ice, secondary is Mental which is where telepathy and empathy come from. I know a few spells here and there from almost every element though, I just can't fully control the other elements." Sybil answered. "Anyways, we are here and I can not stay to chat. I'm going to gear up, Pex, as soon as they build the thing bring them to the front lines and find me." She stated. 
 
      
 
    Pex's eyes widened "You want me on the front lines? I can't fight that well." She protested. 
 
      
 
    "Take Eyrus with you, as soon as you bring them to me you may leave and go back to the village." Sybil stated as she turned and flew off. 
 
      
 
    Once she left Zanath spoke up "I do not mean to be rude, but isn't she a little young to be a queen?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    Pex shook her head. "No we don't do things the same way the elves and dwarves do. Our leader is chosen by the people who live here, not by heritage. We used to do it the elven way but changed over the last few years because we noticed that the old leaders were too resistant to change and out of touch with the modern times. Now we elect two young adult leaders who will be king and queen until they age out of the system. That's to keep us in touch with modern times and ideals. But we also know the elders carry wisdom and elect six elders to be the council so they can contribute their wisdom and experience to the king and queen." She explained, then promptly cussed under her breath "I'm going off on a tangent again, don't let me talk about history until we defeat this thing or we'll be here all day. We need to go." She said quickly as she rushed into the building. 
 
      
 
    The four alphas followed her into the building and looked around, it had a medieval look but there were replicas of modern day appliances that appeared to be powered by gems rather than electricity. The replicas looked significantly different from the human appliances they were made after but shared enough resemblance for the alphas to sort of tell what they did. Although even with these magic appliances the fairies only had the basic human inventions like lights that seemed to function without light bulbs. 
 
      
 
    "Eyrus wake up we need you!" Pex called out. 
 
      
 
    "Whyyy?" Someone groaned from the next room over. Within a moment a tall man stumbled out of the room, his cyan hair was a mess, he looked to be half asleep and was rubbing his eyes. The stubble on his face showed that he had not shaved in a few days, and his clothes were as disheveled as his house. "Why can't anyone just let me sleep?" He mumbled. His light green wings fluttering open and stretching out. 
 
      
 
    "The abyssal demon broke free, we need your access to the supplies to help us quickly build something to stop it." Pex answered. 
 
      
 
    "Damnit" Eyrus sighed, although it was unclear if he was referring to the demon breaking free or complaining about having to do work. "What do you need?" He grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Pex took a step back and gestured to Zanath, who stepped forwards and pulled a stack of paper out of his bag. "A lot, and very specific things too. I made this instruction book with the help of the elven summoners. It should give you enough detail to summon everything exactly as I need it, in a pace that isn't too exhausting." 
 
      
 
    Eyrus took the manual and flipped through a couple pages but mostly inspected how long it was. Ten pages of information on the summons. "You're kidding, right?" He asked, but when he saw the dead serious look Zanath always had in his eyes he threw his arms up into the air and started walking into the center of the room. "Dear god please kill me now." He mumbled and shook his head. He sat down in the middle of the room and began reading the first page and focusing on the summoning. 
 
      
 
    "Come on Eyrus!" Pex called out. "The city is in trouble, we all are, quit complaining and help." 
 
      
 
    "I'm exhausted." Eyrus countered. 
 
      
 
    "So am I." Pex countered. "I'm still working to save everyone." 
 
      
 
    "I'm doing it, am I not?" Eyrus pointed out. "Just because I complain doesn't mean I won't help." He stated. 
 
      
 
    Two hours later they finished building the machine and set out to join the battle. As they left Evean the alphas and the machine returned to their normal size. For a moment most of them felt strange seeing the two fairies as tiny people again. They could hear the explosions from the battlefield and as Mendelen looked over at the neighboring island he could see this titan-sized demon towering over everything. There was even the swarms of masses at the abyssal demon's feet. The fairies were so small he couldn't see any of them from this far away, but he could see their powerful spells raining down on the demons from above. From massive fireballs blasting holes in the demons' ranks, to powerful lightning firing down, or the ground and surrounding ocean rising up to wipe them out. But the demons had their own magic and even if it wasn't as good it was enough to fight back. The fairies were small and fragile, the demons could take some hits from spells and survive, but the fairies could not. 
 
      
 
    The titan-sized abyssal demon was tearing through the fairies like nothing. It was using magic that was exponentially more powerful than anything the fairies had. Making matters worse every time they defeated a demon and sent it back to the underworld the abyssal demon just summoned it right back to the battlefield. Both sides were facing countless casualties every second, but the demons numbers never faltered and were replenished right away. And if they did bring down the abyssal demon it could come right back through the rift. This was not a battle the fairies could win as long as that rift remained open wide enough for the abyssal demon to fit through. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked at Eyrus, the only hope they had of stopping that demon was hooking the machine to the rift and closing it mid-battle with the abyssal demon, and taking the beast down after the rift was closed. All while the demons knew exactly what they were doing, after the last rift they closed the demons would without a doubt guard this one better. Mendelen tried to think on the optimistic side, but even he couldn't be optimistic about this, this was a fight that seemed to be lost already no matter how he looked at it. He hoped for some sort of miracle. 
 
      
 
    As Mendelen turned his attention back to his new friends he realized that they were all marching towards the demons and he was falling behind. He paused for a moment to think this whole plan over, then jogged to catch up with the others and moved in front of them all. He turned to them and held up his hand gesturing for them to stop. "Wait." He said. Everyone stopped and turned to him with confused looks on their faces. "Give the machine pieces to me, then go back to the city. I'm going to do this by myself." 
 
      
 
    "Like hell you are!" Estellese snapped back at him. "Nobody is going alone, you need our help." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen took off his helmet and looked back at the group. "We need one person to set the machine up. The other three will just be standing around, there's nothing any of us can do to fight the demons. And we are all still hurt from the last fight" He stated. "Look, I'm usually the optimistic one and even I can't see any way we can fight these things. We are in over our heads." 
 
      
 
    "We will figure it out, it's what we always do." Estellese insisted. 
 
      
 
    "And what if we can't?" Mendelen stated. "We need to seriously take a step back and think this through, our luck is going to run out e- Ow!" He was cut off when Kaden thumped him over the head with the handle of his sword. Causing Mendelen to quickly step away from Kaden and shoot the man a questioning look. 
 
      
 
    Kaden turned to Estellese "Sorry for taking your job. But it needed to be done and you didn't do it." He stated. 
 
      
 
    "Since when is hitting people my job?" Estellese questioned with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "We are in this together." Kaden stated. "We either all survive together or we die together, end of story. Now let's go we don't have time to waste." He said before he resumed walking. 
 
      
 
    "For once, I agree with him." Estellese said as she followed Kaden. Zanath nodded and he too followed along with Pex and Eyrus. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen paused for a moment, thinking it over, but then put his helmet back on and followed the others. 
 
      
 
    As they neared the battlefield this intense feeling of pure fear shot through them. The feeling was radiating off the huge abyssal demon. The closer they got to it the stronger this feeling of fear, helplessness and hopelessness became. 
 
      
 
    "Empathy magic" Pex answered when she noticed their confused looks. "The abyssal demon is forcing these feelings on you through empathy magic. The best you can do is try to ignore it since you don't have any experience in facing mental attacks. I doubt you'd be able to block it out." Pex seemed scared too, but it didn't look like her fear came from the demon's mental magic, she seemed genuinely afraid of the battle ahead of them. She was a librarian, not a soldier. She scanned over the battlefield and focused in on one section for a moment "I see the queen, let's go!" She called out. 
 
      
 
    The Alphas broke into a sprint and the fairies sped up as they raced towards the battle with their weapons at the ready. Stray spells that had missed their targets were flying out of the battlefield in all directions and some of those spells came raining down on the Alphas. Pex held out a hand and projected a barrier to protect the group from a laser that nearly struck them, then Eyrus flew ahead of everyone and pointed at a massive incoming fireball, sending a huge and powerful jet of water out of his fingertips as if they were a firehose and dousing the fireball before it could harm anyone. The Alphas had to evade shards of stone and ice that rained down on them,, while running over terrain that was torn apart and devastated from the battle. The trees that used to be part of the forest here were all burnt, knocked down, torn apart, or some combination of the three, the ground was covered in boulders, craters, scorch marks and was completely deformed. The fairies had the advantage of flight, the terrain hazards didn't bother them, but the demons and the Alphas were having difficulty maneuvering through this. 
 
      
 
    They finally reached the front lines and they could see the queen fighting the demons but she was deep within the enemy ranks, and the two hulking pure demons who spotted the Alphas approaching the front lines immediately moved in to block them. 
 
      
 
    Eyrus pulled back and the rest of the group stopped and looked up at him. "That is out of my skills" He stated flatly. "I can't take on a pure, nevermind two of em at once." 
 
      
 
    "We have to get through to the queen!" Pex insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. Duh. But let's do this the smart way, not the charge in and die way." Eyrus stated. "We need to fall back and go around them." He focused, and water from the ocean to the north flowed over to them creating a protective dome around them, just in time to block an incoming hail of fireballs from the pure demons. 
 
      
 
    "We don't have time to find another way. We have to go now, before more people die." Pex argued. 
 
      
 
    "I agree with your friend Pex. If he can't handle those things we shouldn't face them." Mendelen stated. He braced himself as he saw the two pure demons sprint after them, intent on running through the water-dome to attack. But as they neared the dome a bolt of lightning struck the ground in between the pure demons, and the bolt exploded on contact with the ground. The two pure demons were caught in the explosion and were badly hurt, both of them were knocked to the ground. Then bolts of lightning shot out of the smoke and struck the pure demons, electrocuting them and killing them on the spot. 
 
      
 
    As the smoke cleared, one of the elderly fairies from the council hovered in the air near the center of the explosion. One of her hands held a fairy-sized fireball, the other had bolts of electricity running down her arm, and several small stones were orbiting around her in a display that would have been very intimidating if she wasn't five inches tall. 
 
      
 
    "Seree!" Pex called out. 
 
      
 
    "I could see that water barrier from a mile away, don't do that when you're trying not to draw attention. What is going on Pex? Give me an update." Seree asked in a sharp and to the point tone. 
 
      
 
    "We built the machine, we just need to get the humans and the machine to Sybil." Pex answered. 
 
      
 
    "I forgot what was said in the throneroom, can the humans fight?" Seree asked. 
 
      
 
    "No they cannot." Pex answered. 
 
      
 
    Seree sighed "Follow me then, and don't stand too close. Keep your barrier up." She ordered. "Not the water one, an aether one." She corrected before flying off towards the queen and into the heart of the battlefield. Pex, Eyrus, and the Alphas quickly followed along behind her. 
 
      
 
    Pex summoned a barrier around everyone except Seree as they ran and the group kept a short distance behind Seree so she could clear the path. "How is the fight going?" Pex asked. 
 
      
 
    "Not good." Seree replied. "We have already lost Chi and Rene, and Kiri is missing. He was fighting with us but I no longer see his unique spells anywhere on the battlefield, his condition is unknown but I don't think he survived." 
 
      
 
    Pex grew very quiet and lowered her head. 
 
      
 
    "So that leaves three elders, the king and queen, and the army to fight the demons?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Four elders." Pex quietly murmured. Her chipper and optimistic tone seemed to have disappeared. "Kiri is not an elder." 
 
      
 
    "Kiri is Pex's father." Seree stated. She was trying her best to clear the demons out of the way without drawing attention, she was keeping her spells as small and discreet as possible and when she needed bigger spells they were very brief. They charged forwards through the lines, moving as fast as they could over the battle-torn ground. Watching the fairies and demons clashing around them. 
 
      
 
    A greater demon stumbled backwards in front of the group, but it was not facing them. It raised its arm up and blasted a massive fireball up at a group of fairies hovering above them. The fairies seemed to be engulfed in the flames, but a moment later the group came charging through the other side of the fireball, the fairy in the front holding up a bubble-like barrier around the group. The entire group looked wounded and exhausted except for that one in the front, who was seemingly their leader and stronger than the rest. As soon as they passed through the fireball the leader stopped and the other fairies flew forwards, surrounding the greater demon. They began circling around the demon, throwing magical shards of ice and metal, some of them were even firing lasers at it. There was too many for the demon to block and it was taking hit after hit. The demon stomped its foot and a fiery explosion burst out from its body in all directions, the flames struck the two closest fairies and burnt them to death on the spot. 
 
      
 
    But the lead fairy quickly pointed his staff down at the demon and the demon was surrounded by a bubble that contained the flames and stopped them from striking any other fairies. As quickly as it appeared to contain the explosion the bubble shrank, forcing the flames back inwards and burning the demon severely with its own attack. As the bubble and the flames disappeared the demon was badly wounded, and before it had time to react two of the fairies had already summoned giant ice spears, which were giant compared to a human never mind a fairy. These ice spears floated above the fairies and as soon as the barrier disappeared the fairies thrust the spears into the demon's sides as two of the other fairies flew up above the demon's head. Together they created a massive laser that they fired back down on the demon. While the metal-element fairy used the metals in the demon's armor to make sure it didn't move to dodge the attacks. The demon was torn to pieces. 
 
      
 
    The Alphas and their escort rushed past the remains of this fight. As they ran past, an explosion that was strong enough to shake the ground and knock the Alphas over struck something high in the air above them. The Alphas all hissed and shouted as they fell, their wounds from the previous fights made the fall very painful but they got up as quickly as they could. As they stood up several burnt and maimed corpses of fairies fell to the ground around them, the fairies must have been far enough away to avoid the explosion but not far enough to avoid the flames it left behind. The Alphas were shaken by this sight but it didn't affect them too much. As they looked up at Pex and Eyrus the two fairies were completely pale and looked like they were about to be sick. The two of them were far from okay, Eyrus clearly was not taking this well and was struggling to hold himself together. And Pex was even worse, she was watching so many of the fairies she knew dying all around her, the small fairy was visibly shaking and looked very sick. On Top of that, she was still exhausted, she had never stopped to rest after flying all the way across the ocean, and she even expended a lot of magic getting them back quickly, and was still outputting a lot of magic to keep them alive. But they had to keep moving, they kept running. 
 
      
 
    Several lesser demons rushed across their path but were chasing after another fairy and didn't even seem to notice the Alphas and their escort. A full demon came falling out of the sky and slammed down into the ground in front of the Alphas, but died on impact. The fairies who had thrown it flew in to shoot a stone spear through the back of its head just to make sure it was dead before flying off to find another target. 
 
      
 
    The closer they got to the heart of the battle the more chaotic everything became. They were surrounded on all sides by explosions, lightning strikes, blasts of water and fire, the earth under their very feet was moving in a nearly non-stop assault on the demons from all of the fairies using earth magic. Their barrier was taking hit after hit, and only half of those hits were from demons trying to stop them. The other half came from the crossfire of the fairies who were just firing spells into the crowd of demons and not expecting any allies to be on the ground. Pex was starting to fly lower and lower to the ground, clearly exhausted and struggling to keep the barrier up. 
 
      
 
    Seree made a quick gesture as she flew and several large rocks began orbiting around the group. Any time the lesser or normal demons tried to move anywhere near the group all of the orbiting rocks would start breaking apart and firing a hail of stone needles at the demons, like several machine guns all firing on the same target. Some of the weaker demons were torn to pieces but most took cover and were left behind as the group kept running. Seree didn't care if she killed them as long as they couldn't follow the group. 
 
      
 
    As a greater demon stepped out in front of the group to block their path it launched a black orb at Seree. But Seree moved to place the orb directly between her and the demon and pointed at it. A bolt of lightning shot from her fingertips, through the orb, and at the demon. The orb shattered as the lightning went through and the greater demon was forced to throw up an ice wall to protect itself. As soon as the ice wall went up Seree made a waving motion with both of her arms and a fiery dome appeared around the greater demon and quickly began shrinking, surrounding it on all sides and threatening to shrink so small that the flames engulf and burn the demon to death. As the dome shrank Seree made another upwards motion with one arm, and pointed the other above the demon's head. 
 
      
 
    The greater demon focused. Using its mastery of fire magic it stomped its hoof on the ground and let out a roar as the fire dome blew away and disappeared. But as it stomped a stone hand sprung out of the ground and grabbed its leg and yanked the demon down to one knee. The demon immediately yanked itself free, but wasn't fast enough. Seree brought her other arm down and several powerful bolts of lightning shot down from the sky and struck the demon, killing it. 
 
      
 
    Two pure demons on the sides turned to the source of the lightning and spotted the Alphas. They immediately focused and made a thick ice dome around them to stop them from going any further. Then ice shards began breaking off the walls and ceiling and blindly firing at everyone inside. Pex's barrier held up, keeping the ice spikes off them, but with each spike that struck the barrier Pex was cringing. 
 
      
 
    "Stick close!" Seree called out as she flew off towards the wall in front of them, then clapped her hands together and sent a massive blast of flames out at the wall, melting clean through the ice. Everyone ran out through the new hole in the ice and as they ran Seree waved one arm off to the side, creating an earth wall behind them to block the path of the two pure demons. 
 
      
 
    Seree turned to face forwards after making the wall and was immediately met with the sight of a giant fist hurtling towards them from above at incredible speeds. "Move!" She shouted out. But there was no way anyone was going to get out of the way in time. 
 
      
 
    Something that looked like a small bug in comparison to the giant fist rushed out in front of it and clashed with it. As the fairy and the fist clashed it sent out a shockwave that knocked the Alphas and several nearby demons over. But then the fairy punched the giant fist and knocked it away before he prepared to block another. "Seree! Are these the humans Sybil told me about?" He asked. The fairy was an odd one, he looked young like the queen. His wings were different colors, one was green the other was blue and he had one green and one blue eye. He had spiky white hair, wore a blue vest and black baggy pants that stood out from the typical clothing for the fairies. His clothes and excessive jewelry were also covered in gems of all types and colors. 
 
      
 
    "Yes these are the humans. We must get them to the queen." Seree stated. 
 
      
 
    "She is going to the rift, I'll escort you the rest of the way there." The fairy replied. "No sense in trying to be sneaky anymore, the damn thing already saw you." As soon as he finished talking he turned and fired a thin laser out of his fingertips at the abyssal demon. The laser effortlessly severed two of the giant's arms, but the arms almost immediately grew back. The titan-sized abyssal demon was far away but was nearly three stories tall and had hundreds of black chains that seemed to be coming out of its chest. Half the chains attached to demons on the battlefield, the chains sucked the life out of them and gave it to the abyssal demon, causing its arms to grow back and its wounds to heal at the cost of the smaller demons' lives. The other half of the chains were lashing out and trying to grab onto the fairies. Some of the fairies evaded the chains, and some of the ones who got grabbed were able to break the chains and free themselves. But the ones who couldn't break free had the life sucked out of them within seconds, healing the abyssal demon. 
 
      
 
    As the Abyssal demon threw another punch the fairy king rushed in front of the fist and punched it back. It looked unreal, the seven inch tall fairy clashing fists with the nearly three story tall demon and successfully knocking the demon's fist back. It must have been a powerful spell, Zanath thought as he started trying to calculate how much the fairy's magic would need to amplify its own strength to be able to strike with that much force. But he was snapped out of his thoughts as Kaden bumped into him and he noticed everyone was running again. Reminding him that now was not the time for math. 
 
      
 
    The fairy king flew directly above their heads as they ran, moving to block every punch the abyssal demon threw. He was incredibly powerful, but even he couldn't scratch the Abyssal demon for more than a few seconds, the king along with countless other fairies were launching a near non-stop assault on the Abyssal demon and it just kept lifestealing off everything around it, friend and foe, to recover from any wounds it received. One of its lifestealing chains flew past and went to grab the fairy king as he blocked another punch. 
 
      
 
    "Asre! Behind you!" Seree called out, she was too far away to stop it. As soon as he heard her he spun around, but didn't dodge the chain. He grabbed it and used his superior mastery over the Aether: black magic element to reverse the chain's power, siphoning the Abyssal demon's energy and life. The abyssal demon immediately severed the chain and changed its plan of attack. It waved its arm and threw a massive fireball down at the group and started stomping towards them. 
 
      
 
    "Keep running!" King Asre shouted to them as he held up his hand and made a barrier that looked like a glass wall appear in front of the flames, the barrier blocked the fireball and Asre immediately fired his own massive fire blast back at the demon. The demon didn't stop, it charged even faster at them and blocked the fireball with its arm. The burns healed almost instantly due to the chains lifestealing off other demons and fairies. Several demons and a couple fairies that got snagged by the chains died. Asre cussed, he did not want the abyssal demon getting any closer. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly a small speck flew into the demon's chest and upon impact the demon's entire torso was enveloped in a huge ball of ice. The demon slammed a fist into the ice on its chest and shattered it, sending shards of ice flying out into the battlefield in all directions. But all the shards suddenly stopped, turned around, and flew right back into the Abyssal demon stabbing into it hundreds of times over and then re-solidifying into an ice ball around it again. Keeping it immobile. Several spiky ice tendrils began springing out of the ice ball and started stabbing at the demon and whipping it with the incredibly sharp ice spikes. Immediately all the other demons on the ground turned to the small speck and began throwing everything they had at it in a massive hail of powerful fire and ice spells. Countless other small specks also flew in to attack the demon and assist the queen in her assault. 
 
      
 
    "Sybil!" Asre called out before he immediately bolted off to help the speck that was going toe to toe with the abyssal demon. Projecting a bubble-like barrier around her as he got closer to protect her from the attacks. The abyssal demon let out a roar of pain and frustration before it burst into flames and melted all the ice, walking out of the smoke as its wounds all healed. 
 
      
 
    Seree cussed as the king left them but continued pushing forwards. "Let's go! We are almost at the portal!" With an wave of her arms the ground in front of them flipped upwards, throwing several large demons who had been standing on it far away from them and clearing the path straight to the portal. The group picked up the pace and sprinted towards the portal, and as soon as they got there Seree made a dome of stone around them for everyone to hide inside. Then she made a small fire in the middle of the room to light up the inside of the dome. "Build the thing, quickly." She said. 
 
      
 
    "On it." Zanath called out as he and the other Alphas began pulling the pieces of the machine out of their bags. "This needs sunlight to work though, we can't stay under the dome once it is built" 
 
      
 
    "Understood." Seree replied. She turned to the other fairies. "Pex, Eyrus, your jobs here are done you two can fly home and get some well deserved rest. You did great." 
 
      
 
    "Kay…" Pex panted out as the barrier she was creating around them disappeared. 
 
      
 
    "Pex are you alright?" Seree asked. She cringed a little as the sound of something hammering on the stone dome could be heard and she focused on repairing the damages done to it. 
 
      
 
    "Everything hurts…. So bad." Pex murmured breathlessly. 
 
      
 
    "Do you need help getting home?" Eyrus asked. "I can protect us as we fly back, you don't need to use any more magic." 
 
      
 
    "I'm okay, all that matters is that we did it. We got the humans to the portal, the city is saved…" Pex said breathlessly, her speech was slowing down with each word and with her last word she stopped flying and dropped like a rock. 
 
      
 
    "Pex!" Eyrus, Seree, and Estellese all shouted. Estellese was quick to catch Pex in the palm of her hand before the small fairy hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    Seree rushed over. Estellese held out her other hand and Seree landed on that hand, then Estellese held her hands close together so Seree could reach Pex. Seree knelt down and placed a hand on Pex's forehead. "She used way too much magic, she is out cold." Seree stated. 
 
      
 
    "Will she be okay?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "I do not know." Seree answered. "I have no healing abilities, I can't help her. She isn't dead, but her condition is very bad." 
 
      
 
    "What do we do? I can't carry her back." Eyrus asked.. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know, we can't leave her here she could get stepped on." Seree said. 
 
      
 
    "I can put her in my bag?" Estellese suggested. "I'll leave the bag open so she can breathe" 
 
      
 
    "I think that's the best we can do…" Seree answered. 
 
      
 
    Estellese put Pex inside of her bag and slung the bag over her shoulder again, leaving it open enough to ensure that air could get in. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, out of everyone here Estellese is the best fighter and the least likely to die." Mendelen spoke up softly, "Pex is in good hands." 
 
      
 
    "Don't jinx it." Kaden laughed. 
 
      
 
    "I don't believe in such things." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    "It is done!" Zanath called out. As the others looked over at him the machine was set up on the edge of the portal and switched on, it just needed sunlight. 
 
      
 
    "Can we just open a small hole above the solar panels?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, if we do that they will focus their attacks straight down the hole. Which will destroy the machine, right?" Seree asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah the thing is fragile. It is just a prototype." Zanath stated. "We can't let it get hit." 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to take down the dome then. I can feel at least three demons attacking it, so watch your heads. Once it goes down the fight begins." Seree explained. "Eyrus, make a barrier around the machine. Keep it up until I clear the immediate threats then you're free to run away and go home." 
 
      
 
    "I only have water barriers." Eyrus stated. "But I will do my best. And I'm staying here to make sure Pex is okay. I will stay near the human girl." 
 
      
 
    "Okay. Humans get ready to defend yourselves. I will do my best to take down all the demons myself but you're going to have to keep yourselves out of harm's way. On three the dome goes down." Seree instructed. Everyone nodded and braced themselves. Eyrus rushed over to the machine, and Kaden held still until his necklace made him disappear. "Three… Two… One… Brace yourselves!" 
 
      
 
    The stone dome that was protecting them shattered revealing three greater demons and several lesser demons surrounding the dome. They were caught off guard when the dome shattered. The stone shards of the dome all turned into stone spikes and fired off like bullets into the nearest greater demon, tearing through it and knocking it to the ground. There was a loud boom and a flash of light and in an instant Seree had taken off like a lightning bolt and slammed into the chest of another greater demon. On impact a huge fiery explosion engulfed the demon and knocked it to the ground. As it hit the ground Seree pointed at it and several bolts of lightning surged down from the sky and struck the demon, killing it. 
 
      
 
    Estellese saw her opportunity and jumped at the first greater demon that had been knocked over. Before it had time to recover and regain its bearings she cleaved her axe down on its neck, cutting clean through and killing it before it became a problem. 
 
      
 
    The third greater demon and several lesser demons began rushing for the machine, after the last portal it closed they all knew what it did and that it needed to be destroyed. Zanath held his ground near the machine and began shooting at the lesser demons with his pistol, their lack of experience with guns resulted in several of them being shot down, but they were learning how his gun worked fast. When he saw the greater demon rushing in he turned to shoot at that instead, the bullets struck its armor and couldn't pierce through. 
 
      
 
    The lesser demons unleashed a hail of fireballs and ice at the machine. As the attacks neared the machine Eyrus quickly made a bubble of water around the machine to protect it from the flames and he fired jets of water at the ice shards to push them away. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen saw the greater demon moving in and quickly moved to place Kaden between himself and the demon. He threw his chain hook into the back of the greater demon's leg, then braced himself as the demon yanked the chain and nearly knocked him over, but the demon also almost fell. The greater demon let out a roar of anger and turned to Mendelen, then charged after him. 
 
      
 
    "Now Kaden!" Mendelen called out when it came close to where Kaden was standing. And as soon as the words left his mouth Kaden moved and the invisibility wore off. He was right under its feet, and quickly slashed both of his swords at its legs, the enchantments on his swords allowing him to cleave clean through. The legless demon fell to the ground and Mendelen rushed in to stab it. Before he could get close the demon slammed a fist into the dirt and an ice spike sprang out of the ground. It struck Mendelen in the chest piercing his armor, but it did not pierce his body too deeply and it knocked him backwards. Kaden rushed over to help Mendelen up. 
 
      
 
    The ground under the greater demon suddenly opened up and the demon fell in, then the ground slammed shut and crushed it to death. Seree moved in closer to the center of the area where she could defend everyone easier. Then turned her attention to another greater demon that was rushing in from another part of the battlefield. 
 
      
 
    Zanath was shooting down as many of the lesser demons as he could but they were starting to dodge and block his bullets. Estellese joined the fight and began using her limited knowledge of fire magic to start shooting fireballs out at the demons. She watched and grit her teeth as their superior control of fire magic allowed them to just dispel all of her fireballs. 
 
      
 
    "Comeon!" Estellese shouted in frustration. "Why'd I take fire? Why not something useful to the situation like lightning?" She scolded herself, and as the demons kept deflecting and dispelling her fire attacks she grew more and more frustrated. Until her signet ring suddenly lit up, the engraving of the girl standing at the crossroads began to glow. In the engraving's background there was a very faint copy of the girl going down each road, but one of the copies lit up brighter than the rest. Suddenly it looked like her spirit stepped out of her body, her spirit was holding a fireball in its hand. Then a puff of smoke came out of her signet ring and transformed into a copy of her spirit, with lightning arcing down her arms. The spirit with the fireball went into the ring the same way the lightning one left the ring, and the lightning copy of her spirit stepped into her body. 
 
      
 
    "What did you just do?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean? I didn't do anything." Estellese answered. She pointed at the incoming demons and a bolt of lightning shot from her fingertips and struck the lesser demon down. 
 
      
 
    "You can use lightning now?" Zanath questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Of course I can, that's the element I picked back in the elven village. You're acting strange." Estellese stated. 
 
      
 
    "No you picked fire back there." Zanath countered but he didn't have time to argue, the lesser demons were all closing in on them. 
 
      
 
    "Get back!" Eyrus called out. He waved his arms upwards and a wave of water appeared and surged towards the charging lesser demons. Seeing the wave Zanath and Estellese quickly moved out of the way. The wave pushed back some of the lesser demons, but a few of them made ice walls in front of themselves to block the attack. The lesser demons stepped out from behind the ice walls and rushed in, closing the distance between them and the machine fast with their superhuman speeds. 
 
      
 
    Zanath backed off and reloaded while Estellese and Eyrus moved forwards to face them. Two lesser demons rushed at Estellese and she fired a bolt of lightning at one of them, missing her shot when it jumped out of the way. The other lesser demon moved into striking range and slashed its sword at her waist, Estellese was quick to block the blade with her axe and was sent stumbling backwards from the demon's inhuman strength. She returned fire by shooting a bolt of lightning at it, but the lightning spells had a brief charge time and the demon dodged out of the way again. She grit her teeth and jumped backwards to dodge another slash, as she dodged her signet lit up and her spirit left her body again. Her spirit had lightning surging down her arm, and another copy of her spirit that had stone arms came out of her signet ring. Like before, the stone spirit slipped into her body and the lightning one returned to the ring. 
 
      
 
    The other lesser demon lunged in from the side and swung its mace for her shoulder. Spotting the demon she quickly stepped backwards and a stone spike sprung out of the ground, impaling the demon as it missed her. The first lesser demon hissed and sent a barrage of fireballs at her, but she was quick to make a stone wall spring out of the ground to protect herself from the flames. 
 
      
 
    Not too far from her, Eyrus was facing off against four other lesser demons near the machine. He was zig-zagging between fireballs while several orbs of water orbited around him, the orbs were much bigger than he was. As he dodged and weaved between the fireballs and ice chunks the orbs kept slamming into the demons and knocking them over. The ones that dodged were met with a jet of water being blasted into their faces. Any fireballs he couldn't dodge were blocked by the orbs of water. His magic wasn't killing the demons it was just knocking them over, and Zanath immediately noticed this. He grabbed his pistol and began shooting at any demons that were knocked down, using Eyrus to stun them so they wouldn't evade his bullets. Two of the demons were shot down right away, then Eyrus flew low to the ground to dodge a large fireball, flying under a lesser demon. Once he was under them he fired a jet of water upwards, knocking the demon into the air. As soon as it was airborne Zanath took aim and shot it in the head. A trail of sparks shot across the ground and stopped underneath Eyrus, then suddenly a huge pillar of flames burst up into the sky from beneath Eyrus's feet. As the flames disappeared Eyrus was still there, inside of a bubble of water and unharmed. He fired a jet of water at the last lesser demon and it jumped to the side to dodge. The second it jumped Zanath shot it while it was in midair and unable to dodge again. 
 
      
 
    Then suddenly a massive beam of fire shot at Eyrus from the side, and he just barely got his water barrier up in time. Once the flames disappeared a full demon could be seen charging into the battle. Eyrus fired another jet of water at it only for the demon to point at the water and turn it into ice. The demon fired the ice chunk back at Eyrus who quickly flew upwards to evade the ice chunk. As he flew above it it shattered into hundreds of needle-like shards and the shards fired up at him. The shards were tiny for a human, but big for a fairy and he was impaled by several of them. Eyrus shouted out in pain and dropped to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Zanath shot at the full demon as it moved in closer, but the full demon was persistent. It created a fireball and threw it at Eyrus, the fireball struck the fallen fairy and exploded on impact. As the flames cleared Eyrus's charred body was all that remained. With Eyrus dead the water barrier around the machine disappeared and the full demon turned to Zanath. As it faced him Zanath managed to shoot it in the eye and that bullet pierced the demon's skull. The demon lifelessly fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Zanath started to reload and Estellese ran over to him, she was covered in blood again and it didn't look like her own. Seeing her like this was becoming such a normal sight to Zanath that he was afraid he would always picture her being covered in blood, even when they finally got back to the real world. That it might start looking weird to him when she wasn't covered in blood. He was snapped out of his thoughts when Estellese shouted. 
 
      
 
    "We need help over here!" She screamed out, trying to be heard over the explosions in the battlefield. She had spotted two greater demons rushing straight for them, and she knew her and Zanath couldn't take them alone. They looked around the battlefield, Kaden and Mendelen were surrounded by lesser demons and were standing nearly back to back. And Seree was holding off five more greater demons. 
 
      
 
    As Seree dodged a huge chunk of ice she fired a bolt of lightning at the closest demon, but it blocked the lightning with an ice wall and another demon bellowed out a stream of flames at Seree while a third demon began firing ice shards at her like a machine gun. Seree made two earth walls to block the demons' attacks but then a fourth demon made a pillar of flames burst out of the ground under her feet while the fifth surrounded Seree in a bubble of fire to hold her in place. Seree used her superior control over fire magic to dispel the barrier then created a stone sphere around herself to save herself from the flames that came from underneath. Once the flames passed she burst out of the stone and made bolts of lightning strike down on all five demons, two of them were struck and wounded. She then took off like a bolt of lightning herself and flew straight towards one of the wounded demons, but an ice wall sprung up in front of her and she nearly slammed into it. She turned around just in time to dodge a fireball and then sent a fireblast right back at the demon, who took control of her flames and veered them off course making her spell miss. Seree realized how futile her position was, she couldn't hit them when it was five on one, she couldn't out maneuver all of them. 
 
      
 
    Seree looked around and realized the grave situation everyone was in, she had to do something. She focused and suddenly barriers appeared around the machine and all four Alphas. The barriers started off as normal, white, Aether barriers but quickly turned blood red. As soon as the spell was cast Seree let out a shriek of pain as the blood magic spell tore both her wings off her back. But she pushed through the pain and focused one more time, she clapped her hands together as hard as she could and as soon as her hands met she exploded. The massive fiery explosion knocked all the alphas to the ground and engulfed all of the demons around them. When the flames and smoke cleared the Alphas looked around, the barriers they had been given were shattered, but every demon within a one hundred and fifty yard diameter of Seree was burnt to death. Seree was gone. 
 
      
 
    The Alphas regrouped near the machine, the charred corpses of a few fairies caught in the blast fell to the ground around them. They skimmed the area and took in the sheer destruction surrounding them, everything was burnt or on fire, there were so many burnt corpses of demons. 
 
      
 
    "We lost Seree." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "Eyrus too." Zanath added. "And there are more demons coming. What do we do?" 
 
      
 
    "I want to say we run away. But we are in too deep" Mendelen grit his teeth "There's no way we could fight our way back out of here. Our best bet is to hold our ground here and hope someone who knows what we are doing comes to help. That explosion must have gotten someone's attention." 
 
      
 
    "That doesn't sound like a great idea. We're betting our lives on someone knowing we are here and helping when none of the fairy soldiers know who we are or why we are here. Only the queen, king, and elders know about us." Kaden pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "But it is the only thing we can do." Mendelen stated. He sighed and raised his shield "Do what we've always done, stick together and fight as a team. Watch each other's backs, if one of us falls we all fall. Let's do this!" 
 
      
 
    Kaden held still and disappeared again as the others moved into a tight defensive formation with Mendelen and Estellese in front and Zanath in back. 
 
      
 
    The first of the incoming demons reached their front lines, a lesser demon moving at superhuman speeds. As it ran past Kaden suddenly reappeared and slashed at it from the side, the demon was quick to move its mace to block Kaden's sword, but it didn't matter. The enchantment on Kaden's sword allowed it to slice clean through the mace. The demon jumped backwards to dodge the blade and as it landed on the ground Estellese stomped her foot and used earth magic to make the ground under the demon's feet shift, causing it to stumble. The second it stumbled Zanath shot it in the head and it lifelessly fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    "We got this guys, just hold off until help arrives!" Mendelen called out. Mendelen and Estellese both jumped to the side to evade a hail of ice spikes that rained down on their position and Zanath returned fire on the demons in the distance. Before they knew it two normal demons had closed in on them and were moving in for the kill. Estellese swept her axe low at the feet of the demon facing her. The demon flipped over both the axe and Estellese as it bellowed out a blast of flames back at her. Zanath took a shot at the demon's back but it created an ice wall between itself and Zanath to block his line of fire. Estellese spun around and slashed her axe for its ribs missing as the demon jumped backwards to evade the swing. The demon then created more ice walls on the other three sides of Estellese, isolating her from the rest of the group, forcing her to face it one on one in a mini ice-arena. 
 
      
 
    "Estell!" Zanath called out, but turned his attention to the lesser demon that had singled out Kaden. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen saw Estellese get locked in the ice room with the other demon and cussed silently. He raised his shield to block an ice spike from the demon he was facing and ran towards Estellese. As soon as he reached the arena he slammed his shield into the side of the ice wall, cracking the ice, but it wasn't enough to break the wall. She was stuck in there. Hearing his demon moving in he ducked under a slash from the demon's dagger and turned to face it again. The demon jumped back and threw its dagger at him but he blocked it with his shield. As he blocked, the demon focused and the ground under Mendelen's feet turned to ice. With his armor weighing him down it was hard to move on the ice. The demon then began blasting off a barrage of fireballs at him knowing that the "knight in shining armor" couldn't block them all. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen blocked the first two then tried sidestepping the third, but started slipping and fumbling on the ice. The fourth one struck him, burning him through the armor, and he stumbled out of the way of the next two as he moved towards the edge of the ice. The demon then summoned a spiked ice whip and lashed it out at Mendelen, who quickly moved his shield to block it. The whip unexpectedly stopped mid-swing, changing directions, reaching around the shield and wrapping around his arm. The ice then began spreading up his arm. Mendelen quickly slammed the hilt of his sword into the ice-whip and cracked it, it was no use the cracks repaired themselves. He tried yanking his arm back but the demon had superhuman strength and yanked Mendelen to his knees. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly a gunshot was heard and the demon dropped to the ground. Mendelen turned to Zanath and saw that he was locked in a fight with two lesser demons, yet he had still managed to land a near perfect shot. Mendelen began slamming his hilt into the ice-whip in an attempt to free his arm. On the third strike the ice shattered and he was free, but he suddenly felt an intense heat beneath his feet. He didn't know what it was but he immediately jumped as far away from where he was standing as he could, and he narrowly avoided a massive fiery explosion that blasted out of the ground. He started standing up and looked around, spotting a full demon far off in the distance charging into the battlefield. He saw Kaden facing off against two demons now, and Zanath was still fighting his own two lesser demons. Zanath seemed to be struggling more with his injuries from the previous fight so Mendelen rushed towards Zanath. 
 
      
 
    Zanath was visibly moving slower than he normally did and was struggling to keep up with the superhuman speed of the lesser demons. Holding his rifle in one hand and his pistol in the other he used his rifle to block the sword of one of the demons and quickly shot it in the leg with his pistol, then jumped backwards to avoid an ice-spear thrown by the other demon. He took aim and shot at the wounded demon with his pistol but an ice-wall sprang up in front of it and blocked the bullet. He ducked just in time to evade a swing from the other demon's mace and rolled backwards to evade the massive spike that jutted out of the ice wall and nearly struck him in the side. The mace-wielding demon focused and a black chain reached out from its chest, and then lashed out in an attempt to grab Zanath, but Zanath bashed the chain out of the way with his rifle and fired his pistol back at the demon. The demon dodged the bullet and Zanath had to quickly duck to dodge the wounded demon as it lunged over his head and barely missed stabbing him with its sword. As he ducked he aimed upwards and shot the demon twice in the chest then rolled backwards and put his pistol back in the holster on his belt. He had been counting his shots, knew he fired his last round and had no spare ammunition left. 
 
      
 
    The mace-wielding demon focused and started creating ice walls behind and on the sides of Zanath, trying to limit the space he had to dodge and evade. Zanath pointed his rifle at the demon, but it was all an act now he knew he had no ammo left for that either. With the walls up and Zanath cornered the demon rushed in and swung its mace for his head, but Zanath ducked and bashed the demon's kneecap with his rifle. The demon shouted in pain and stumbled aside, firing a black orb at Zanath. Remembering how Seree dealt with the orb before, he jumped backwards and tried to bat it away with his rifle, and upon impact the orb shattered and disappeared. But before he could react the demon was lunging at him with its mace again, he quickly moved to block. His rifle and the demon's mace clashed, but the demon was stronger and slammed Zanath back up against the ice wall, keeping their weapons locked together. Zanath grabbed his rifle with both arms and was trying to push the mace and the demon back. It wasn't working, the demon's superhuman strength easily outmatched his own strength. He felt sharp pointed spikes slowly forming in the wall behind him and pressing into his back. He struggled to get the demon off him but couldn't, he was pinned to the wall, he couldn't move. He braced himself and felt two sharp ice spikes stab him in the back, he screamed out in pain as he felt the spikes pushing deeper. But then, the demon also screeched out in pain, and suddenly collapsed. 
 
      
 
    Zanath collapsed beside the demon and looked up to see Mendelen pulling his sword out of the demon's back. Mendelen quickly reached into his enchanted bag and pulled out a potion, then handed it to Zanath. "Don't worry, I got it. Drink this." 
 
      
 
    Zanath took the bottle, "This will take five minutes, we can't use it in the middle of a battlefield." he stated. 
 
      
 
    "You won't survive two more minutes in your condition without it. Take it and pretend to be dead, we killed the only demons who know you are alive." Mendelen countered as he turned and ran off to help Kaden. 
 
      
 
    Kaden jumped backwards and narrowly avoided the pillar of flames that erupted from the ground. He sheathed one of his swords as an axe wielding demon rushed in and cleaved the axe down at his head. He quickly sidestepped the blow, only to see a fireball hurtling towards him from the other demon. He ducked under the fireball and swept up some ashes from the ground with his free hand. As the axe-demon turned around he slashed at its side and the demon jumped back to evade the slash. Kaden immediately lunged forward at it and threw the ashes at its face. The demon expected a magical attack and immediately jumped to the side to dodge. As soon as it went to dodge Kaden lunged at it and sliced the demon in half with his enchanted sword. But with his focus solely on that one demon the other moved in to attack, before he could turn to react to it he felt an ice shard stab into his shoulder and barely dodged a second attack that nearly hit his leg. 
 
      
 
    His wound made him drop his sword but he quickly swept it back up with his other hand and turned to the demon that was attacking him. Its weapons were already broken from an earlier attack, but the demon had magic and ranged abilities and Kaden did not. On top of that, the frequent use of his sword's enchantments were taking their toll on his energy, a powerful enchantment like that came with a hefty cost to his stamina for every use, he was feeling utterly exhausted. The demon could see his exhaustion, and was moving in for the kill. It focused and the air around Kaden began to chill, then small ice-needles began forming in the air and like a whirlwind began spinning around him. Leaving small cuts and puncture wounds all over. Kaden quickly tried to run out of the cloud but as he started to run the ground under his feet turned to ice and the cloud followed him. The shards of ice were growing bigger and leaving deeper cuts every time one of them scraped up against him. Kaden noticed that the demon was holding still, channeling the spell. He thought quick and hurled his sword at the demon, breaking its concentration and forcing it to move out of the way. As soon as the demon moved the whirlwind of ice shards stopped and the ice fell to the ground, Kaden was covered in cuts and slashes but he was not too badly hurt. He surveyed the area as started trying to move off the icy ground, noticing a full demon had entered the battlefield along with a few more lesser demons and was coming straight for them. He held still and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen rushed at the demon Kaden was fighting, while it was focused on Kaden he flanked it and stabbed his sword down at its back. But the demon heard the sounds of his clunky armor and spun around, blocking his sword with an ice spear of its own. Their weapons clashed and the demon's superhuman strength was overpowering Mendelen, pushing him back. Mendelen knew he couldn't beat the demon in a battle of raw strength so he quickly kicked the demon in the crotch and as it stumbled backwards he bashed its face with his shield knocking it to the ground. He stepped forwards and stabbed his sword down at the demon, but before it could strike the demon blew on the blade, making the point of the blade rounded by covering it with ice. The Ice-sword struck the demon's head, but was no longer sharp enough to pierce anything and the demon instead stabbed its spear back up at Mendelen's chest. The spear struck his armor and shattered instead of piercing the armor. Mendelen was thrown backwards from the sheer force of the demon's superhuman strength, but was mostly unharmed. As Mendelen stumbled backwards the demon sprang back onto its feet and tackled him. It threw a punch at Mendelen's head but he blocked it with his shield so the demon slammed its other fist down into Mendelen's chest with its superhuman strength. Mendelen let out a scream of pain as the force of the blow struck his chest and dented his armor. While he was stunned from the blow the demon then slammed its fists down into the same dented spot on the armor twice more before it summoned another ice spear, intent on stabbing it through the dented section of his armor. 
 
      
 
    Right as it was about to stab Mendelen it saw that Kaden had reappeared and was rushing over to assist. It jumped off Mendelen and out of the way just in time to evade Kaden's sword and shot a fireball right back at him. Kaden quickly sidestepped the fireball and held his sword at the ready, but if the demon wouldn't come closer to him he couldn't hit it. The demon had no intent of getting within range of his sword again, it kept its distance and began firing a barrage of ice shards and fireballs at Kaden, knowing he'd eventually get hit. Kaden began dodging and evading the attacks as best as he could, and he could feel the stomping footsteps of the full demon approaching from behind. He glanced back at the full demon to see that it was far too close for comfort. It was only about thirty feet away, and two of the three lesser demons went inside of the ice arena where Estellese was, creating holes in the ice just long enough for them to slip in before the hole closed. But Kaden noticed something, the full demon wasn't coming for him or Estellese. It was charging up a fire spell as it walked towards the machine, no doubt with the intent to destroy it. Kaden grit his teeth, he knew he couldn't protect the machine from that thing. He was snapped back to attention when a fireball struck his side and badly burnt him, forcing him to turn back to the demon he was fighting and focus solely on it. 
 
      
 
    Back inside the ice arena Estellese faced off against her own demon, Both her and the demon looked exhausted and were panting heavily, but the look in Estellese's eyes was a look of pure rage and frustration. The ground was ice and ice spikes were springing out of the ground at an alarmingly fast rate, one after another, each aimed to strike Estellese. Estellese was bobbing and weaving, dodging each spike as it sprang up while moving closer and closer to the demon. As she got within striking range she let out a roar of frustration and slammed her axe down at the demon's head, but the demon blocked with its own sword and shoved her, sending her sliding back across the ice. Another ice spike sprang out of the ground under her feet and she sidestepped it again, throwing a fireball back at the demon. The demon dodged the fireball but Estellese was already lunging at it forcing it to quickly block and shove her away again. As she slid backwards an ice hand and arm reached out of the ice wall and attempted to grab her. As soon as she saw the hand she smashed it with her axe, shattering the ice before she rushed at the demon again. She slashed her axe for its ribs but the demon sidestepped the blow, and seeing her off balance after the swing the demon tackled her to the ground. The second they hit the ground Estellese flipped them over and pinned the demon to the ground, then immediately dropped her axe and began punching its head as fast and hard as she could. The demon bellowed out a blast of flames from its mouth, forcing Estellese to lean back to avoid getting burnt. As soon as she leaned back the demon flipped back on top of her and pinned her to the ground. It took in a deep breath, preparing to use another fire breath attack to finish her off. 
 
      
 
    But Estellese slammed her knee into the demon's crotch and as soon as it's grip loosened she ripped her hand free and slammed her fist into the demon's mouth. Keeping her fist in its mouth she shot two more fireballs out of her fist then flipped them back over and slammed the demon's head back into the ice before letting out one last fireball for good measure. She stood up, picked up her axe, and seeing that the demon was finally dead she kicked it in the head. That had taken much longer then she wanted, now that it was finally over she turned to see two more entering the arena and rushing straight for her. She looked around for a way out seeing that the walls keeping her locked in the arena didn't go away when she killed the demon, she growled and sprinted after the two charging demons. With the extreme rush of adrenaline and rage pulsing through her, she barely felt her wounds. The demons let out a hail of fire and ice but she quickly ducked behind one of the bigger ice spikes she had dodged earlier. 
 
      
 
    The demons split up and tried to flank her. She listened to their footsteps as they moved closer and as soon as they stepped into striking range she leapt out from behind the ice and slammed her axe down at the first one she could see. The demon sidestepped her attack and slashed a sword at her from the side, but she blocked it with the handle of her axe and as she spun around to face the demon she slashed her axe at its side. The demon jumped backwards and held out its hand, firing a stream of flames at her like a flamethrower. Estellese ran straight through the flames, sustaining serious burns, and lunged at the demon. The demon was caught off guard and just barely blocked in time. Their weapons clashed but before it could use its strength against her she swept its legs with a low kick and shoved the demon to the ground. 
 
      
 
    As the demon hit the ground it sent an ice spike back up at her, forcing her to jump back to dodge. As she dodged she shot a fireball back at the demon in an attempt to hit it anyways. The demon rolled out of the way and as it started getting back up its ally caught up and attacked Estellese from behind, lunging at her with its knife. Estellese heard its clunky armor moving up behind her and spun around, swinging her axe at its side. The demon was caught off guard and struck by the axe, but its armor protected it from the blow and it was only knocked over. Estellese quickly stepped back to dodge a fireball from the first demon. She turned on the unarmored one again and rushed after it. The demon made a spiked ice wall spring out of the ground between them, halting Estellese's attack. She turned around again to see the armored demon coming up behind her, letting out another barrage of fireballs. She was quick to run behind one of the ice spikes and used it as a temporary shield from the flames, but they weren't falling for that twice. The spike shattered and the shards of the spike all turned on her and rained down on her. Several if the ice shards struck her and she was knocked to the ground. She didn't get back up. 
 
      
 
    The demons hesitated for a moment, watching her as she laid there. When she didn't get back up they walked over to her and the unarmored sword wielder stood beside her. It raised its sword over her chest, then suddenly she swept its legs out from under it with a swift kick and sprang to her feet. As the demon fell it slashed its sword at her and missed her chest, striking her arm instead. With the demon's superhuman strength the offhand blow was enough to sever her arm and cut part of her side. Estellese screeched in pain but continued her attack, tackling the demon with an ice spike in her good hand and driving the ice spike through its head. 
 
      
 
    She immediately spun around to see the armored demon rushing at her with its dagger, the demon didn't see her as a threat since she was weaponless and missing an arm, it knew she couldn't fight anymore. She let out a roar as she sprinted back at it, as the demon stabbed its dagger at her chest she sidestepped just enough to make the dagger strike her shoulder, and grabbed the demon's helmet. Her thumb was pressed through one eye socket and two of her fingers were shoved into the other. The demon was stunned and recoiled, trying to pull its eyes away from her fingers but she pushed her fingers deeper and kept her grip as she took advantage of the demon being stunned, and slammed its head into the spiked ice wall. She slammed its head into the wall again and again, not caring that the ice spikes couldn't pierce the armor, and each time shooting a fireball out of her hand and directly into its eyes and head. It died on the second slam, but she slammed it nine times in total before she threw the body aside. 
 
      
 
    She was panting and gasping for air, feeling herself growing lightheaded and weak as blood loss set in incredibly fast. Little by little the adrenaline was running out and she was starting to feel the pain from her wounds. She grit her teeth and tears were slowly falling down her cheeks from the sheer pain she was in, but she picked up her axe and stumbled over to the edge of the ice arena. She refused to stay down. When she reached the wall of the arena she slammed her axe into the wall over and over, violently hacking away at the ice until it shattered. By the time she broke through the blade of her axe was cracked and chipped, and a portion of it had fragmented off. 
 
      
 
    Finally, she smashed her way through and stumbled out of the ice arena, back onto the battlefield. She looked around to see what had happened in her absence, and couldn't find any of her friends fighting anywhere. Where had they gone? She skimmed the area until she finally spotted one of them, the suit of armor lying on the ground. "Mendelen? No…" She breathlessly murmured. "Did they all lose?" She looked over at the machine to see a full demon and two lesser demons standing over it, the machine was torn to pieces and destroyed. The demonic rift had significantly shrunken but this one had been absolutely massive before the battle, it was still very big. 
 
      
 
    Estellese tightened her grip on the axe and started stumbling towards the full demon, it wasn't facing her she could sneak up on it. She had to keep fighting just incase her friends were okay and still out there. But after taking a few steps she collapsed, her body was too weak to get back up. She had lost too much blood and exhausted her body far too much with her magic. Everything went black. 
 
      
 
    She didn't know how long she was out for, but it couldn't have been long. She was awoken and nearly choked when she felt someone pouring something down her throat. Her eyes shot open to see Kaden kneeling beside her with a healing potion, he looked unharmed but judging by the two empty potion bottles on the ground beside him she assumed he used one himself. "Shhh" He said quietly, holding a finger up to his mouth. He then took his necklace off his own neck and placed it around hers before laying her back down on the ground. She saw him sneaking off towards some ice walls with a fourth potion bottle, but she blacked out again a moment later and didn't see much else. With her unconscious and not moving, the necklace made her turn invisible. 
 
      
 
    It was a few more minutes before Sybil and Asre made it over to them along with a small group of other fairies, it felt like an eternity but it had only been ten minutes since Seree had died. As the fairies reached the area they looked around at the devastation, "This explosion, can only mean that Seree…" Sybil said quietly. 
 
      
 
    "She fought bravely, and will be missed." Asre stated, "The human thing has been destroyed, and I think we lost the humans as well. Damnit, if only we had more time to prepare. The thing did a number on the rift, it is almost closed enough to stop the abyssal demon from getting out. If we had time to plan this out and prepare, this would have been an easy victory." 
 
      
 
    "We did all we could. If we stopped fighting the abyssal demon it would have come straight for them. We had to hold it back, and the humans are not dead. I can sense them, they are still alive. We need to pull back and evacuate the Altia Isles." 
 
      
 
    "They are alive? Resilient little bas-" Asre started but stopped when Sybil gave him a look. He glanced back at the ongoing battle behind them and gestured to the thinning number of demons. "We put a massive hole in their lines and as we speak the abyssal demon is marching through hell and is on its way back to our world. If we don't end this now the abyssal demon will come back to life and their army will regroup, all the slain demons will be back, and more. We-" 
 
      
 
    "But we can't end it at all, we lost the machine. We have no way of closing the rift." Sybil interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "We have the humans, they can build a new one. Right?" Asre countered. 
 
      
 
    "We don't have time, by the time we heal them and they rebuild it the abyssal demon will be back." Sybil argued. 
 
      
 
    "Can they build a new one?" Asre insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, but-" Sybil started 
 
      
 
    "Soldiers, get the humans to the city and heal them immediately. Get the queen to safety as well. Do not let her follow me, I am buying us two weeks worth of time." Asre instructed, and the soldiers all nodded and rushed off to follow his orders. 
 
      
 
    "No!" Sybil interrupted. "You PROMISED me you wouldn't learn that spell! I will not let you do that." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, I lied. I learned the spell anyways, just incase. Make it count." Asre stated. He went to fly off towards the center of the battlefield but Sybil blocked him. 
 
      
 
    "NO! I FORBID it! Evacuate the islands instead!" Sybil demanded. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry. I love you, remember that." Asre answered, and with a wave of his hand he fired eight black orbs at Sybil, all of them coming at her from different sides. 
 
      
 
    "Asre! I said NO!" Sybil struck each of the orbs down one by one with her ice magic, dispelling them, but one slipped past and struck her in the back. She suddenly dropped out of the air. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry. Bring her to the city!" Asre called out as he flew off towards the center of the rift as quickly as he could. 
 
      
 
    Sybil screamed out his name as she dispelled his black Aether curse and immediately rushed after him, but he was too far ahead of them now. The fairies grabbed the four Alphas, using earth magic to levitate a chunk of the ground underneath them, while two of the guards rushed after the queen. 
 
      
 
    Kaden and Zanath were both awake and watched as they were flown out of the battlefield on a levitating chunk of rock, heading back towards the city. 
 
      
 
    The fairy king reached the center of the rift and clapped his hands together, then suddenly he turned to ash and his ashes blew away in the wind. The next moment a black bubble suddenly expanded outwards from his location and covered the majority of the battlefield, everyone and everything that was caught within the bubble looked like it was suddenly frozen. The entire battlefield, including the rift and the queen, was frozen in time. And the king, was gone. 
 
      
 
    Next Chapter: Recovery. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17: Recovery 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~~ Chapter 17: Recovery ~~ 
 
      
 
    She didn't know how long she had been out for, but Estellese remembered she had passed out on the battlefield. Now that she was awake again, it was obvious she wasn't on the battlefield anymore. She felt like she was lying on a cold and hard metal table. Her memory of the battle was a big blur, she just knew that the machine had been lost, her friends were missing, and that she was badly hurt. She didn't feel the pain of her wounds anymore, so she assumed they were either healed or numb, but she also couldn't feel her right arm. She kept her eyes closed and didn't move, pretending to be asleep. 'Was I captured? Or rescued? Only one way to find out." She thought. She peeked one eye open for just a brief moment to see what her surroundings were and what was in front of her, the room was big and had plenty of space. She heard something move near where she was lying, then all of a sudden she heard this really loud screeching sound. 
 
      
 
    They knew she was awake! She immediately flipped off the table, twisting her body as she flipped so she would turn and land with her back against the wall, facing the rest of the room. Or, at least, that was her plan. As soon as she went to place her hands on the ground to push herself through the remainder of the flip, only one of her hands touched the ground, causing her to lose balance and fall flat on her face. 
 
      
 
    Estellese could hear someone laughing and giving her a slow, sarcastic clap in the background. She opened her eyes and looked around, the room looked a lot like a doctor's office and was lit up by a few diamonds on the ceiling. Kaden was standing beside the bed she had been on, he was the one laughing and clapping and presumably the one who made the strange screeching noise to scare her. She looked down at her numb arm, wondering why she hadn't moved it the way she expected to. As soon as she looked her heart jumped into her throat as she saw and remembered that it was gone, severed just below the elbow. 
 
      
 
    "Need a hand?" Kaden asked as he walked over and extended a hand to help her get up. 
 
      
 
    Estellese was in shock, she assumed by now that she and Kaden had been rescued, possibly the others too. Her wounds were healed, but why hadn't they fixed her arm? The question kept ringing through her head over and over, surely their magic can fix it, right? Why didn't they? A fear was building up in her, she was afraid they hadn't healed her arm because they couldn't. She heard Kaden and saw his hand, but she couldn't stop staring at the space where her arm was supposed to be. She reached out and grabbed Kaden's hand and went to get up, but when she tried to pull herself up the hand detached from Kaden and she fell right back on the ground with a severed arm in her hands. 
 
      
 
    "This hand comes with a free arm attached to it, at no extra charge! " Kaden laughed "Plus I believe it is your arm anyways, I dunno I just found it on the table over there." 
 
      
 
    Disoriented and confused, Estellese looked at the hand she was holding onto. It was a severed hand with part of an arm attached to it, a replica of her own missing limb. She looked back up at Kaden, who couldn't' stop laughing, and promptly punched him as hard as she could in the crotch. Her punch knocked him two feet backwards and flat onto the ground. 
 
      
 
    Kaden shouted in pain and didn't get up right away. "Ow! What was that for?" 
 
      
 
    "For being a dick." Estellese answered as she stood up. "That wasn't funny. Where is everyone else, and what is going on?" 
 
      
 
    "They went into the city. I figured I'd stay here to make sure you are alright, since I assumed it would be scary waking up in a foreign place without an arm." Kaden answered. 
 
      
 
    "What about Pex? Is she alright?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, she is in surgery at the moment but will probably be fine. She got a little crushed… Well, I guess a little may be an understatement, she was very crushed. They were surprised she actually survived." Kaden answered. "You must have fallen on her at some point." 
 
      
 
    "Oh…" Estellese looked a little upset and lowered her head. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, it wasn't your fault. You did your best and she may have died without you." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "So what is going on? Why didn't they fix my arm? Did we win? I saw the machine in pieces on the ground." Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "We lost, the machine was destroyed. But the fairies rescued us, and the king sacrificed himself to trap the abyssal demon and a large portion of both armies in some sort of time warp or something. They are frozen in time for two weeks. And the demons that didn't get caught in the time warp were killed." Kaden answered. "As for your arm, they said that healing someone's wounds is one thing, and is easy. But a loss of a limb can't be healed, they need to grow you an entirely new limb via nature magic. Or something like that." 
 
      
 
    "If they could just regrow it with nature magic, why didn't they? I mean, I would assume the fairies would have no problem with using nature magic." Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    Kaden shrugged. "I'd assume the arm I handed you was meant to be your new arm, I dunno why they didn't attach it." 
 
      
 
    "Well that is a simple answer." A woman's voice spoke up. Kaden and Estellese turned to see two fairies, a woman and a younger man fly into the room. The woman, like all other fairies, was wearing loose, flowy, and revealing clothes. Her hair was red with pink highlights, and her clothes were white and red. Like other fairies she wore a lot of jewelry and gems, all her gems were rubies and diamonds. "Let me first introduce myself, I am Rose and this young man is my student slash assistant. He's just here to watch and learn." 
 
      
 
    "Nice to meet you." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "What she said." Kaden added. 
 
      
 
    Her assistant bowed his head a little in greeting. He looked to be in his late teens early twenties, he had bright green hair and he too wore flowy, revealing, and loose clothing. His clothes and jewelry seemed to favor green and pink colors, with a little blue here and there. 
 
      
 
    "Nice to meet you too. It is not often that I get to see entirely new species. Never mind ones that are previously undiscovered." Rose replied. "How are you feeling? Do you feel any irritation or discomfort around where your wounds were? Or any odd sensations you're not accustomed to?" 
 
      
 
    "No I feel fine with the exception of my missing arm." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Great." Rose replied. "Then that means we were successful. None of us know anything about human biology, so when we were healing your wounds we were concerned we may not do it right. We attempted to make a replacement arm, as you seem to have found, but it wasn't an exact match to your body and your body rejected it." She explained. When she noticed the worried look on Estellese's face she quickly clarified herself. "Don't worry! We can still fix your arm, we just need to make a new one, which is actually pretty easy. We just decided that since your body is more similar to the elves, and since the elves have arrived with their own master nature mage, we thought it would be best to let their nature mage try before we continued trying. Her experience with the elves may help her understand your body better. If not then we'll just have to figure it out via trial and error." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, it is the least we can do. You humans did a number on the rift from what I hear, and we are hoping you will join our soldiers in their second attack to finish it off." Rose said. 
 
      
 
    "Of course we will." Estellese smiled, "When will the elven healer be here?" 
 
      
 
    "Now." A familiar voice answered, right before Cora walked into the room. She gave Estellese a brief hug. Once she let go she stepped back "I am glad to see that you all are alright." 
 
      
 
    "Me too. How is everyone in the elven village?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "We lost a lot of good people, but I do not believe we lost anybody you know. Alicia, Adamus, and your leader are attending a meeting with the remaining fairy military leaders, Lillith went to help your scientist friend build another machine. And Emmei is probably taking a nap somewhere in the city." Cora answered. 
 
      
 
    "I do not know Emmei. But I am glad to hear that everyone else is okay, I am sorry about the people you guys lost." Estellese answered. 
 
      
 
    "Don't be sorry hon, that's life. It hurts to lose loved ones, but there is no avoiding it, they will someday die no matter what. We just need to enjoy our time with our loved ones while we have it, and keep those happy memories in our hearts when we no longer have any time left with them. Anyways, shall we get to work on fixing your arm? I will need to take some time to study your good arm, I don't know how the human body is built so if I just regrew one right now I'd end off giving you an elven arm. Which should work like any normal arm once your body accepts it, so if we can't figure it out we can just give you that, but I've never done cross species repairs like that so I do not know if there will be any side effects." 
 
      
 
    Estellese looked thoughtful. "You said before, that your mastery of nature magic could alter our bodies in any way? Right? And now you mention it even being able to do cross species changes." She asked, thinking back to her first encounter with the demons. 
 
      
 
    "Yes." Cora replied. "Did you… Want an elven arm? I believe our bodies age differently, so I would assume your arm would age out of sync with the rest of your body if it was an elven one." 
 
      
 
    "Well, no, I'd rather have my own arm if possible." Estellese replied. "But when we fought the demons together, you used that spell on me and it gave me wings. Along with other things." 
 
      
 
    Cora nodded "That is my signet, it does that to everyone I use it on." She replied, but then realized what was being asked. "You want me to give you wings?" 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded. "I understand that we don't know the side effects, if any, and I know that is a risk. But I would like to try, and since I'm asking you to do an extra service I'm willing to pay for them. Even if it doesn't work out. But I'd like fairy wings, ones that can collapse or fold up in some way so that when I'm on foot they don't make me a bigger target, but can still let me fly at least a little." 
 
      
 
    Cora shook her head. "You have helped the elves a lot, and you are also helping our allies a lot. The wings are free, and I will do my best to make them work. Just understand, they probably won't work on the first try. I've never done anything like this, so it will be trial and error." 
 
      
 
    "We have two weeks, right?" Estellese asked. "I'm up for trying." She replied. She waved her hand palm-down in front of herself and opened her virtual keyboard. Pressing a couple buttons she opened the portal to her personal stash in the room's door. "Let me get my book, so I can study while you two do your thing." She said as she walked through the portal and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    The fairies and Cora watched with a bewildered expression. Rose attempted to fly through the portal, but the portal didn't take her anywhere. She just passed through it and ended up in the hallway on the other side of the door. Rose came back into the room. 
 
      
 
    Estellese stepped out of her stash with her fire element book. But as she walked out Rose spoke up "Um, using nature magic to grow limbs like this tends to be very painful. We usually put people to sleep for the duration." 
 
      
 
    Estellese smiled and shook her head. "That is alright, I don't need to be put to sleep I will be fine. I need to study this and can't waste a single second." She said. 
 
      
 
    "You don't understand." Rose started. "It is incredibly painful, you won't be able to handle it." 
 
      
 
    "Rose, hon." Cora started. "I've seen this girl get her entire body severely burnt and get impaled by an ice spike, and she still kept fighting. Plus she's lying here with a missing arm and by the looks of it she was still fighting after losing it. I've never seen anyone with pain tolerance like her. If she says she can handle the pain, she can handle the pain." 
 
      
 
    "If you say so." Rose replied. "Let's get started then?" 
 
      
 
    "Hey, guys." Kaden spoke up. "I'm feeling a bit unneeded, so I'm going to slip out and get some of my own training done. Good luck Estell." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you. Tell the others I am awake and okay." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "No problem, I'll send them the message on my way out. See you later." Kaden said as he left the room. As he walked out of the building he opened his virtual keyboard and sent Mendelen and Zanath a message simply saying that Estellese was awake and okay. Once he left the building he climbed down the rope to get back to the ground. The city was beautiful with all the gemstones, colors, and the floating buildings but the simple fact that it was made for people who could fly made it quite difficult to get around. 
 
      
 
    He had to figure out how he was going to train and prepare over the next two weeks using the fewest number of stops by different buildings as he could to maximize the time he had to train. And he remembered that for some reason, their bodies were adapting and growing much faster in this world then in the real world. He planned on going to the library in hopes of getting some free spellbooks, then he planned to find something to use as weights in a shop, then finding a big empty building or area to train in. He knew he didn't need to fight monsters to get stronger, he needed to lift weights and run laps, with his body growing at this abnormally fast rate he knew this would increase his strength and speed a lot over two weeks of tireless training. That was one thing he knew he excelled in, he had the patience to just sit down and practice one thing for days on end. He looked around at the floating buildings and spotted what looked like a grocery store, or at least something similar to that, it had a big picture of what looked like milk in a window. He still had some canned food in his bag, so he needed to focus on getting some drinks, but he also knew he only had a hundred credits left. 
 
      
 
    He climbed up to the store and walked in. The store, surprisingly, strongly resembled a human grocery store with the way there was shelves of food lined up and sorted by type. But then again, as he thought about it it wasn't too surprising, it was probably one of the most effective ways to sell a variety of food so of course another intelligent race would figure it out. He did face one problem though, the signs clearly were not originally written in English. While he saw English words when he looked at the signs, it was a noticeable that they were translated from another language because the grammar was wrong in several places. Noticeably, where the sign for the "Produce" aisle read "Production" which was probably a result of the translator magic getting the wrong definition of "Produce." Kaden chuckled and headed to the drinks aisle. He didn't recognize any of the drinks or brands there, a lot of them were named after flowers or sweet things, but eventually he found what he was looking for. He spotted something that was labeled "Milk" and it looked like it was about a gallon, maybe more he wasn't really sure and he did not understand their measurement system. The color of the milk was a little off though, it looked more tan than white. He also spotted what looked like a cup with a cap on it, the description on it said it was four somethings of water but it was just a normal-sized cup. He assumed it was saying that the cup held more water than it appeared to. He picked up two of the cups, and three of the jug-ish things of what looked like milk and headed towards the counter. 
 
      
 
    The counter was just a plain wooden counter, the fairy behind it was a young man with bright orange hair and eyes, and his wings were mostly see-through. He was muscular, which stood out because he wasn't wearing a shirt. He only wore what appeared to be a skirt with the store's name on it. The clash of cultures was a little weird for Kaden, this seemed to be the norm since all the other fairies in the story also had similar attire, and it was apparently obvious that he was confused when the fairy commented on his perplexed expression. 
 
      
 
    "Everything alright sir?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Kaden placed his things on the counter "Yeah, I'm just not from around here. This place is very different from my home." He answered. "I wanted to ask, these cups say they hold four cilys, I do not know what that means." 
 
      
 
    "Oh no problem" The fairy laughed. "It is enchanted, it will summon more water inside itself until the enchantments run out, which will be after summoning four cilys worth of water. I can scan the items and make sure the enchantments are working if you want. It will be thirty crystals with the cups, ten without." 
 
      
 
    "What is a cily?" Kaden asked 
 
      
 
    "One cily is thirty cilies worth of liquid." The fairy answered. 
 
      
 
    That didn't help at all, Kaden knew he would get nowhere asking. "I'll take it all, thank you." Kaden took out his crystal currency and split it into two, one containing thirty smaller crystals and one containing seventy. He then paid for the items and put the rest of his money back in his pocket. The fairy then put everything in a bag and Kaden started to walk away, but then he stopped. "Hey, you can check the enchantments on things?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, why?" The fairy replied. 
 
      
 
    "What is this?" Kaden asked as he pulled the chalice they had found back in the dungeon out of his bag. 
 
      
 
    The fairy took the chalice and brushed his hand over it, as he touched it his eyes lit up for a moment. "It is enchanted to summon drinks, like the cups you got. It will summon water, but has an added bonus of changing the taste of the water to the taste of a chosen drink from your memory. It will run out in twenty cilys." He then hesitated a moment. "You… Want to return the things you bought?" He asked unsurely before handing back the chalice. "You don't really need them if you have this." 
 
      
 
    Kaden thought about it for a moment, then shook his head. "No, I appreciate the help so I won't do that. 
 
      
 
    "Phew, good. I'm not supposed to examine items from outside the store like that while I'm working, I woulda gotten in serious trouble if my actions made you return the stuff. But I noticed you were one of the humans helping us with the demons. Rumors spread fast, you humans are probably much weaker than even civilians like me and yet you're on the front lines trying to save us from demons that aren't even your problem. That's really honorable, and I wanted to do my part to help, but I'm not brave enough to go fight. I'll probably get scolded for it, and for talking instead of working, but I just wanted to say that what you humans, and the soldiers, are doing is really appreciated by a lot of us. And I wanted to help a little." He rambled, stumbling over his words a little as he rushed to try and explain himself before his boss noticed he wasn't working. "Uh, to the point, thank you and be safe. Send my thanks along to the other humans and soldiers please, if you have time." 
 
      
 
    Kaden wasn't really sure how to respond. So he smiled back and said "Um, thank you. It is nice to hear and I will pass the message on to everyone else. The help is appreciated too, good luck." He said, a little awkwardly, as he turned and left. He looked a bit strange, with his bag of canned food over his shoulder, two swords in sheaths on his hip, and another bag with the milk jugs and water that he was struggling to carry in his arms. He hadn't quite thought of how he was going to get down from the floating store and back onto the ground but eventually he figured out a way to balance all the bags and equipment while he slid down the rope. Once there he spotted Mendelen and Zanath talking in the distance and headed over to them. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen turned to Kaden as he approached "Oh good you got my message, I was concerned you didn't get it when you didn't respond." He said. 
 
      
 
    "Your message?" Kaden asked, then he opened his virtual keyboard to see that he had a message from Mendelen asking him to meet everyone on the ground near the center of town. He figured he must have missed it while talking to the fairy or climbing down. "I guess I did" he murmured. 
 
      
 
    "It would seem Estellese isn't out of the hospital, or wherever they took her." Mendelen started "But we can have this discussion with just us, I'll fill her in on the rest later. We have two weeks, have we started to think about what we will be doing to prepare?" 
 
      
 
    Kaden held up the bag he was carrying "yep" he replied. 
 
      
 
    "Grocery shopping?" Mendelen tilted his head and raised an eyebrow in confusion. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know if the fairies have a gym or anything of the sort, so I just bought these. Two of the milk jugs can work as weights, and the rest is for drinking throughout the weeks. I'm ready to just nose to the grindstone exercise until the fight" Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "That will actually do more harm than good" Zanath interjected. "You'll damage and tear up your muscles if you don't take regular breaks and if you work yourself too hard or every day." 
 
      
 
    Kaden thought about it for a moment, "You seem to know a lot about this, can you set me up with a schedule?" 
 
      
 
    "Sure." Zanath answered. "Anyways I will be working with the elves on the technology needed to close the rift, I do not know if I will have time to train much, but I am sure I'll be fine." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded "And I will be working with Alicia and Adamus to plan out this battle. I'll train with the soldiers and if I have free time I will check out the magic sold here. Of course contact each other via PM if anything comes up or if anyone needs help. So are we all set?" 
 
      
 
    Kaden and Zanath nodded. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen hesitated for a moment, unsure of what to say now. "Well, good luck everyone. I don't know what else to say. If we survive this," 
 
      
 
    "When we survive this" Kaden interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "When we survive this, I believe the conflict with the demons will finally be over for good. So we need to think about what we are going to do with our lives after that." Mendelen corrected himself. "Anyways I have another meeting with the soldiers in an hour, I'm going to go check on Estellese before I have to go to that. Good luck." 
 
      
 
    Estellese shook her head as another attempt at growing wings failed. Just like the other failed attempts she was unable to move them naturally, they felt awkward and out of place. It didn't help much that the pain was so intense that she couldn't think straight. It wasn't bad at first, but rapidly and repeatedly growing then removing wings on her back was straining her body. 
 
      
 
    Cora looked exhausted and out of breath, "let's take a short break, for both our sakes." She suggested. "You have a visitor who has been waiting quite a while to get in anyways." 
 
      
 
    "Someone's been waiting to see me?" Estellese sat up, curious about who would have been waiting for her. It probably wasn't Zanath, he didn't seem like the type of person who would come to check on her, or to wait on her. She didn't think badly of him for that, he was just someone who was always busy and he seemed like someone who would just trust the hospital to take care of her. So she wondered if it was Kaden who had returned, or Mendelen coming to check up on her. 
 
      
 
    Rose took a seat on a nearby chair and her assistant sat on the ground beside her. Cora walked over to the door and once Estellese had pulled the blankets up to cover herself, a move that gained her a questioning look from Rose, Cora opened the door. As soon as she opened the door a green blur darted into the room and nearly tackled Estellese into the bed. 
 
      
 
    "You're okay!" Pex was a bit louder then she really should have been, considering it was a hospital and others were likely trying to sleep. She hugged Estellese tightly, only letting go once she received a gentle hug back. 
 
      
 
    Estellese was a little shocked by the fairy's enthusiasm, and lack of knowledge of personal space, but she didn't mind it. She still found it odd being the same size as the fairy but it was something she needed to get used to. "Yeah, just lost an arm. They were eventually able to grow me a new one." She said as she held up her arms to show Pex. "I am glad to see that you are also alright, I'm so sorry I got you hurt." 
 
      
 
    "Totally not your fault!" Pex replied in her usual cheerful tone, despite discussing how she was nearly crushed to death. "I was watching for a while, are you trying to become one of us? I saw them trying to give you wings. I knew you were different and so much more interesting than the others." 
 
      
 
    Estellese sheepishly rubbed the back of her head, pausing for a moment while thinking about how to answer that. "Well, I'd say that's part of the reason. Since I was little I've always wished I could fly and I've always had a fascination with magic and fairies. Plus, Mendelen has been telling us all since we reached the elven village to think about what we will do with our lives once this war is over. This place is beautiful, and with how strongly tied it is to magic I think I'd like to live here, or at least stay here for a while so I can study magic." She explained. "I do also want to explore the world, those are the only two things I've really settled on, I don't know what else I'm going to do with myself when this is all over." 
 
      
 
    Pex's face lit up in a huge smile as Estellese spoke "I knew it! You can stay with me, we can be like sisters, I have space in my home and I can help teach you all about this place, and the world, and maybe a little magic too." She started. "If my- When my father comes back I am sure he won't mind." Her voice wavered a little as she spoke about her father and her butterfly wings kept nervously fluttering behind her. "The room… It… It belonged to Eyrus." Her body was beginning to shake a little and it was clear that she was trying very hard not to cry. It was a reality slap for Estellese, to see the fairy who was usually always chipper so upset. "Eyrus was a close family friend, so they set a room aside for him for when he visited. So-" 
 
      
 
    Estellese placed a hand on Pex's shoulder for a moment to stop her, then she gently hugged the woman. "It's alright, I understand. Thank you. I don't have a place to stay, so I may take that offer, but we will see how things go. You're a great friend Pex." 
 
      
 
    Pex smiled softly and relaxed a little. "Thanks." 
 
      
 
    There was a brief knock on the wall beside the open door, followed by Rose gesturing for someone to come "It's alright to come in." 
 
      
 
    "Figured I'd knock first just incase-" Mendelen started 
 
      
 
    "Hey!" Estellese shouted as she quickly grabbed for the blankets again to quickly cover herself. As soon as Mendelen walked in and noticed she was only covered by blankets he quickly spun around to face away and covered his eyes, his face had turned a bright shade of red. 
 
      
 
    "You said it was okay to come in." Mendelen murmured to Rose. 
 
      
 
    Pex, Rose, and her assistant all looked thoroughly confused, while Cora quietly laughed from where she sat on the counter. "Rose." Cora started. "The humans have similar customs to elves when it comes to nudity." 
 
      
 
    "Oh! I am very sorry Miss." Rose quickly replied. "She didn't seem bothered by my assistant." 
 
      
 
    "I was, but he is so quiet I had forgotten he was there." Estellese answered, her face also lighting up in a dark shade of red. "It's fine though, I covered myself in time. Just in the future warn me." 
 
      
 
    "That aside" Mendelen started. "How are you doing? Are you alright?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm doing a lot better, they grew me a new arm and healed my injuries. They are now trying to give me wings." Estellese answered. 
 
      
 
    "Wings? That would be pretty neat." Mendelen replied and paused to think about it. 
 
      
 
    "You can turn around now, I'm covered. But yeah, I really want to be able to fly." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, no I'm alright. It's already kinda awkward as it is." Mendelen declined, remaining facing the door. 
 
      
 
    Estellese laughed lightly "You're easily embarrassed, I think you're even more bothered then I am." 
 
      
 
    "Well, yeah." Mendelen started. "Anyways, I spoke to the others and everyone has a plan for the next two weeks. Do you know how you plan to prepare?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded. "Once they get my wings, however many days that takes, I plan to practice flying and I want to study magic. I don't think I need to practice combat, I got that down just fine, so the best thing I can do is give myself a bigger arsenal of attacks by learning magic." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded "That sounds like a pretty well thought out plan." He replied. That actually surprised him since he did not see her as the type to plan things out that well, she always seemed to just go with the flow without a plan. But he was glad she had put so much thought into it, it bettered her chances of survival. He had worried that he would need to assist her and Kaden with planning their next two weeks but they both surprised him and didn't need his help. "I was just coming to check on you, I have a meeting with Alicia and Adamus to get to. If you need help or anything, let me know. You can reach me easily with a PM or something. I'll see you later." 
 
      
 
    "Alright, thanks. Tell them I said hello." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Will do." Mendelen left and headed off to his meeting. 
 
      
 
    "Your friend is strange." Pex finally spoke up. "But he seems to care about you" 
 
      
 
    Estellese laughed softly "I know." 
 
      
 
    "Hey," Pex turned to Cora and Rose. "I want to help. I don't know nature magic, so I can't help with the surgery itself, but I got some rest while I was in recovery. I can put my energy in my emeralds and pass it on to you two as needed. It will at least take off some of the energy strain." 
 
      
 
    Cora nodded "Thanks hon, that would be greatly appreciated." she then turned to Rose "You ready to continue?" 
 
      
 
    Rose stood up and shut the door "Yeah, I got some rest there, I'm ready." 
 
      
 
    Cora turned to Estellese "You sure you still don't want to be knocked out for this? Now that you know how much it hurts." 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded "I'm sure, I need to study." 
 
      
 
    Pex looked shocked. "You are brave, far braver than me." She said in awe. "But I'll be here for you, I can help you study. Both now and once you get out of here." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, I'd like that." Estellese replied as she laid down on her stomach again and took a deep breath. She propped her head up on her elbows so she could read her book and prepared for the pain she knew would follow. 
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 - Chapter 18: Divine Intervention - 
 
      
 
    There was a chill in the air, everyone was tense. The Alphas were sitting on a blanket in the grass just below the floating city and quietly ate lunch. Their two weeks of preparation were over, the time freezing spell was about to end in a couple hours. One thing that stood out was that Estellese now had butterfly wings that were gently folded against her back. Her wings were a bright and pure white with a few streaks of gold and light pink making a simple but elegant design. 
 
      
 
    "So," Mendelen started, trying to break the silence. "Estell, how are the wings working?" 
 
      
 
    "Pretty good. It took two days for them to get it right but they work now. I've gotten used to flying with them, I'm not nearly as agile in flight as the fairies yet but I can fly decently." Estellese replied. "How has everyone's training gone? I have gotten a decent grasp on fire magic, and Pex was nice enough to buy me a book on earth magic so I've learned some of that too. Once I master these two elements, I want to learn a few spells from other elements to keep myself versatile." 
 
      
 
    "Not much to report on my end. Trained with the soldiers for a while, then I picked up one spell and learned that." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "Just a spell? Not a whole element?" Estellese asked. "Which one did you get?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't see myself as much of a magic user." Mendelen answered. "But I saw one spell I knew I had to have. From the Black Aether element, it's called 'Dark Undershield.' Basically cancels out all magic and enchantments in a small area surrounding me. Downside being that it is a massive strain on my stamina and it also blocks all of my magic and enchantments and blocks any friendly spells coming my way. Figured it would help me compete with the demon's magic. There's a couple other spells I have in mind, but I doubt they'd be on the shelves. I want to talk to the fairies about creating my own spells later." 
 
      
 
    "That sounds really useful. Nice choice of spells." Estellese thought out loud. "Kaden? Zanath?" 
 
      
 
    "Not much to say on my part either." Kaden answered. "I am stronger and faster than before, and my signet skill activated. It lets me create two interconnected portals, whatever goes through one comes out the other and vice versa." 
 
      
 
    "When did you get a signet ring?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Alicia handed them out to all of us while you were in the hospital. She was going to give you one, but you already have one." Zanath answered. "Mine also activated, it's essentially alchemy. The power to turn a non-living object into something else. Changing it's shape and composition, but not its mass. Aside from that I've just done some running and target practice." 
 
      
 
    "So my signet is the only one not activated yet?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "I think so." Estellese replied. "But we still don't know what mine does." 
 
      
 
    Zanath shook his head. "I still think yours had something to do with you switching elements in the last fight we had. You were using elements that you never learned, but you remembered learning them and didn't remember learning fire." He said. 
 
      
 
    "I don't remember that at all." Estellese replied. "I remember using nothing other than my fireballs." 
 
      
 
    "I know you used other elements. And the engraving on your ring supports my thesis. Kaden's engraving is a portal, and he makes portals. Mine is what appears to be half a rose and half a sword, in mid-transformation. Yours is a girl walking down a road, reaching a crossroads where the road forks in many directions. And down each road you can see copies of the girl in the background as if showing that she took that road." Zanath explained. 
 
      
 
    "What does that have to do with having different elements?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Ever hear of the multi-universe theory? For every choice you make, there is a universe where you made a different choice. While I do not actually believe in this theory, I think your signet plays off this theory. Using your signet makes you switch places with yourself in another universe where you made different choices. Specifically, you chose different elements. It would explain why you don't remember and why it activated when you chose an element. The faint engravings of the girl going down each path would represent you in a different universe where you chose that path." 
 
      
 
    "No way!" Estellese blurted out. Suddenly it looked like her spirit stepped out of her body, her spirit was holding a fireball in its hand while pebbles orbited around it. Then a puff of smoke came out of her signet ring and transformed into a copy of her spirit, with lightning arcing down her arms and spheres of water orbiting around her. The spirit with the fireball went into the ring the same way the lightning one left it, and the lightning copy of her spirit stepped into her body. "What elements did I learn?" 
 
      
 
    "Fire and Earth." Zanath answered. 
 
      
 
    "No… Water and Lightning… It actually worked!" Estellese replied in shock. "And I can feel it, it feels like the ring is constantly draining my energy at a slow pace. I assume if I turn it off I will go back?" She thought out loud, then paused for a moment. "I can't turn it off? Or switch to something else, it isn't working now." 
 
      
 
    "I'd assume something like that would have a cooldown period." Zanath answered. "After using my signet, I can't use it again for a few seconds." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, yeah that makes sense." Estellese replied. It was only a fifteen second wait before she was able to turn it off and return to normal. By then, the awkward silence had fallen over everyone again. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I guess I'll be the one to talk about the elephant in the room." Mendelen spoke up again. "How are we all feeling about this upcoming fight? We are all uninjured this time, and we are more powerful than ever before. It's funny, the elves and fairies are shocked by how fast we have gained power. Alicia herself said that the things we have learned, and the new strengths and magic we gained should have taken us months, yet we gained it all in two weeks. Adamus says we are still not on-par with the elven soldiers, but are on-par with the rookies. He said he feels more comfortable with us going onto the battlefield now. So, I mean, that's a plus." 
 
      
 
    Silence was the response he got. 
 
      
 
    "We almost died last time." Kaden replied. "Honestly, it was sheer dumb luck that we didn't. If the fairies didn't need us to rebuild the machine, we wouldn't have survived. Granted, our chances are better this time, but if what happened last time happens again, we aren't going to make it." 
 
      
 
    "Then let's not let that happen again." Mendelen replied. "The demons are smart, they outsmarted us, they out strategized me. They learned from the first time we fought them, and already figured out that in order to defeat us the best strategy is to separate us. And that's exactly what they did. I hadn't expected them to learn that so fast, but Adamus explained to me how they knew. The demons we killed never died, when we kill demons they just get sent back to the underworld. Some of the demons we fought in our second battle, may have been the same ones we fought in the first battle. And even if they were different ones, the ones we fought the first time no doubt documented everything they knew about us as soon as they were sent back for all the other demons to study. It's a common tactic they use according to Adamus." 
 
      
 
    "So then, this third fight against them will be even harder?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, it will be easier." Mendelen answered. When he got a confused look from Estellese he continued "We know their plan and can counter them the same way they are trying to counter us." 
 
      
 
    "Won't they be expecting that, and be ready to counter our counter?" Kaden interrupted. "That's what I'd do." 
 
      
 
    "Possibly." Mendelen stated. "But regardless, we have a trick up our sleeves. Everyone is saying that we are gaining power astronomically fast. Remember? We've grown so much stronger in such a short time, the demons won't be expecting it. We are almost on-par with the novice elven and fairy soldiers at this point. I mean, when you say it out loud like that it doesn't sound as good... But the point is in the last fight we were just civilians on the battlefield, and look at how well we did. Now we are as tough as soldiers and we have even more allies with us. We got this." 
 
      
 
    Alicia's voice spoke up from a short distance behind them. "You are still gravely underestimating the power of the abyssal demon." She started. "Sybil and Asre were the strongest people I've ever met, it took both of them, the fairy counsel, and an army to bring the abyssal demon down. Now Asre is dead, Sybil will not have the stamina left to keep fighting when time unfreezes, and many of the fairy counsel are either stuck in the time freeze, meaning they haven't had any time to rest, or are dead. The fairies lost a lot in that battle. Now I won't say we are worse off then we were before, we have numbers now and numbers win wars. But we are not much better off then the fairies were in the first battle. If the abyssal demon gets back out of the rift, we lose." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "I did not miss that fact at the meetings, I know how strong this thing is, but we need to be optimistic. We had two weeks to plan this out, we are as ready for this as we will ever be. We got this." 
 
      
 
    "Ugh you sound like Adamus, and my father." Alicia complained. "I take a more realistic approach. Yeah, I know it isn't the way you're supposed to lead an army, morale and optimism are said to be key for effectively leading. But sugarcoating everything isn't going to help anyone." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, optimism is blind." Kaden replied. "So is pessimism for that matter, both sides walk into every problem with a blindfold covering their eyes. One of them just drew a smiley face on the blindfold and the other drew a frowny face. But it's still a blindfold." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head "That's a little over simplified Kaden, optimists are not blind they just don't get hung up on the negatives." 
 
      
 
    "Same thing." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Guys, focus." Alicia interrupted. "We need to get moving, the army is going to begin assembling in a few minutes. I came to get you guys to assemble before everyone else. You will be coming with me to set up the device on the rift." 
 
      
 
    "Wait, going with you?" Kaden asked. "You're the princess, shouldn't you be as far away from the battle as possible? We can't protect you." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not a child! I don't need protection, will everyone quit saying that. I'm sixteen, I can take care of myself!" Alicia snapped back, judging by how quickly her temper flared it was a safe bet that he was by far not the first to say that. 
 
      
 
    "That kind of emotional response says you're not ready for the battlefield. An emotional outburst like that on the battlefield will get you killed." Kaden replied bluntly. "It's not a matter of skill, but of wisdom and control of your emotions, which you gain through age." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden!" Estellese interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, Kaden. Knock it off. You're being disrespectful." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "Note, I'm disrespectful, not wrong." Kaden interjected. But when he looked around to see disapproval in everyone's faces he shrugged. He knew he didn't fit in with the group when it came to these sort of things. 
 
      
 
    Alicia took a deep breath, then calmly replied "You will not speak to royalty like that human. Remember your place." She pointed to Kaden and gave him a stern look. "And you see? I have perfect control over my emotions. Not only that but I've been in far more fights than you, you just appeared in this world but I've lived here my entire life and I've been trained for this. So I know better then you do. Period." 
 
      
 
    Everyone looked to Kaden, waiting for his response. But Kaden just shrugged and after a moment said "I've already said my piece, I have nothing more to add. Just don't make me say I told ya so." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head as the group began walking towards the edge of the city. Kaden lagged behind the group, but followed from a short distance. 
 
      
 
    "I believe Pex will be accompanying us." Alicia started. "But beyond that it will be just us. Our job is to get in, shut down the rift, then get out as quickly as possible. We are not staying any longer than necessary." 
 
      
 
    "This was not part of the plan we came up with though." Mendelen started. "It was supposed to be just us four, and maybe Pex if she wanted to come. You were going to lead the forces from a distance like you did before. Why did it change?" 
 
      
 
    "We found more capable generals who were still alive. They were wounded on the battlefield and brought in by some medics." Alicia replied. "While I can lead, I'm not as well versed in military tactics as these fairies who spent years studying these things. And I'd much prefer to be on the battlefield anyways." 
 
      
 
    "Does Adamus know?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he spoke he heard Adamus's voice behind him. "Does Adamus know what?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to fight alongside the humans on the front lines" Alicia replied. 
 
      
 
    "Alicia." Admar started 
 
      
 
    "Princess Alicia." Alicia countered. "You can't tell me not to, I am the higher authority and I can handle myself perfectly fine. I can help more on the battlefield, and we need all the help we can get. We lost enough people, I'm making sure this rift gets closed so we don't lose anyone else. And you won't stop me." 
 
      
 
    "Alicia, I'm not going to try stopping you . I already knew you were planning this and I know it's a fruitless effort to try stopping you." Adamus stated. "But I will be sending Suki as a bodyguard, she has fought alongside the humans before and should be able to work well with them. I am also sending Lillith with you, I know how close you two are and I know she won't leave your side even if you tell her to. You won't risk her life, and she won't let you risk yours." 
 
      
 
    "You know?!" Both Alicia and Lillith both blurted out in shock. Their faces turned a light shade of red. Suki and Lillith had just arrived and Lillith was partially hiding behind Suki. Adamus was two steps ahead of Alicia, and had already given them the orders to accompany the princess. 
 
      
 
    "Well of course." Adamus replied. "You two have been together since you were very little. You've built a very powerful friendship." Both Alicia and Lillith looked relieved as he said that. 
 
      
 
    Estellese chuckled "He's clueless." She shook her head. "Not a surprise though." She quietly added. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen's response made her quietly laugh again "Nothing" Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Hey! Don't forget me!" Pex called out as she flew down from the floating buildings above. She landed on the ground beside Estellese. 
 
      
 
    "Hey Pex." Estellese replied "You sure you want to come with us? It's very dangerous." 
 
      
 
    Pex nodded "I'm sure. I wouldn't be a very good friend if I didn't have your back, you're sticking your neck out for me and my city. Plus, you're one of us now." She said as she gestured to Estellese's wings. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks Pex, we can use all the help we can get." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    Alicia turned to the Alphas "Well, since everyone is here let's get out there and get in position. Kaden can you get us there quickly?" 
 
      
 
    Kaden nodded and focused, his signet ring emitted a faint glow and a portal opened in front of him. The portal was oval shaped and about seven feet tall, while being four feet wide. It was mostly black with swirling red and purple colors. "After you" Kaden said with a bow and a gesture to the portal. 
 
      
 
    Everyone walked through the portal, although Estellese couldn't help but to roll her eyes and shake her head. Once they stepped through they instantly came out the other end of the portal, which was on the battlefield, just on the edge of the time-freezing spell. A few feet away the demons and fairies were still frozen in time, in the middle of a massive battle. 
 
      
 
    As everyone exited the portal on the battlefield they suddenly snapped back to their normal sizes, which caused almost everyone to stumble. Alicia, Mendelen, and Suki all fell over, and Lillith looked like she almost threw up. 
 
      
 
    "Oh. I didn't think of that." Pex chimed in, now that everyone was back to normal she could no longer stand beside the others and instead perched herself on Estellese's shoulder. "Try not to teleport in or out of Altia, the sudden change in size may be disorientating. That's why the spells on the city change your size slowly, not instantly." 
 
      
 
    "It's a bit late to tell us that." Kaden laughed. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone had regained their bearings, the group sat down in a small circle to wait for the armies to arrive. Suki and Kaden were not a part of the circle, they were both on their own further away from everyone else. Their distance from the main group said a lot. 
 
      
 
    Within the group they made small talk while they waited, it was mostly Estellese talking to Alicia, Lillith, and Pex, sharing stories about their friends and their lives. Within a couple hours the army was gathered, ready, and moving in on the battlefield. Everyone stood up, then Kaden and Suki moved over to stand with the group, as they all prepared for the spell to finally end. 
 
      
 
    "Any second now, get ready guys." Alicia started. "I will be taking the lead from here on out, brace yourselves. As soon as the spell ends all the spells that were cast are suddenly going to activate. Kaden prepare our portal." 
 
      
 
    Kaden nodded and opened one portal in front of the group, then waited and watched the battlefield closely. The air was tense, he could see the elves lining up at the edge of the spell surrounding the battlefield, and the fairies were hovering just above, all preparing spells and waiting for their moment to strike. 
 
      
 
    Then, the battlefield suddenly exploded to life again. Everything began moving, spells were being flung in every direction, bolts of lightning, torrents of water, explosions, harsh winds and boulders began flying everywhere once again. Then, the earth shook as a roar bellowed throughout the island, sending shivers down everyone's spines. The fallen abyssal demon was waiting on the other side of the rift for this moment. As soon as the spell ended it began climbing out of the rift once again, infuriated even more then before now that it had been killed once and forced to stand in front of the rift for weeks waiting for another chance. As soon as its massive head rose out of the rift all the fairies hovering over the battlefield opened fire on the beast's face. With it's first breath of fresh air from the surface world, it was also met with hundreds upon hundreds of attacks bombarding it and forcing it back into the rift. 
 
      
 
    As the fairies flying above the battlefield worked hard to suppress the abyssal demon and keep it inside the rift, the elves swiftly moved through the battlefield, cutting down the demons that still remained after the last battle. Under Adamus's command the elven soldiers were tearing through the demons who hadn't known they were frozen in time for two weeks. The elves were moving through the battlefield under their invisibility domes, seeking out the greater and pure demons and assassinating them as quickly and swiftly as possible. Since the demons didn't know the elves were here, they weren't prepared to defend themselves from such attacks. By the time word got around the entire battlefield that the elves were here, they would have lost a large portion of their leaders and stronger demons, leaving most of their ranks disorganized and fragile. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the battlefield came to life again, Kaden opened the other portal next to the rift and the group rushed through it as quickly as they could. As easy as that, they were all beside the rift again where Zanath and Lillith immediately got to work on setting up the machine. Pex rushed over to stand on Lillith's shoulder and projected a dome-shaped barrier around the three of them and the machine to keep stray attacks from hitting it. Alicia, Suki, Kaden, Estellese, and Mendelen all took defensive positions around the machine. All the pieces were falling into place. 
 
      
 
    The remaining demons on the battlefield thought the machine was broken, and the abyssal demon was blocking the entire rift in his own attempt to get out due to how giant he was, preventing other demons who knew better from getting through. The machine was set up and turned on without any interference by the demons, and right away the rift began shrinking again. 
 
      
 
    The abyssal demon was trying over and over again to climb out of the rift and back onto the surface, but every time it tried it was met with another barrage of hundreds of magical attacks that pushed it right back down. The beast reached its four arms out and placed them on the ground around the rift to pull itself out, but as soon as it did Alicia activated her armor piercing enchantment on her sword and immediately went after the demon's arm. With a few slashes she severed its arm, the fairies took out the other three arms, and the demon was forced back again. But this battle was far from over, as soon as the abyssal demon noticed the rift was shrinking again it let out a deafening scream of pure rage. 
 
      
 
    Once the demon had regrown its arms, it reached its arms back out of the rift again, but this time they were carrying other demons. The abyssal demon dropped several greater demons, along with a few pure demons and many normal and lesser demons. The protection of being within the abyssal demon's hands kept them safe from the barrage of attacks from the fairies. These demons split into two groups, each group had one order. The first group was to shoot down the fairies above the rift, and the second was to hunt down and destroy the machine again. The rift was huge, the size of a large lake. The demons would have to search for the machine, but with their superhuman speed that wouldn't take long. The group sent to hunt down the machine split into two groups to search the area faster. 
 
      
 
    Alicia spotted two groups of demons moving in on the machine, some from the north and some from the south. The northern group had three greater demons and three lesser demons; the southern group had one greater demon, two pure demons, and three lesser demons. "Suki and Estell, cover the southern side. Don't let them pass you. Mendelen and Kaden, you're with me on the northern side. Lillith and Zanath, stay close to the machine and give cover fire to both sides as best as you can. Pex, stay on the machine and keep the barrier up." She then turned and began running towards the northern demons. Everyone else followed her orders and began going to where they were supposed to be. 
 
      
 
    As Alicia ran towards the northern demons, running slower so the humans could keep up, she noticed Mendelen by her side but not Kaden. She stopped for a moment to look around, but Kaden was nowhere to be found. "Where is Kaden?" She asked Mendelen. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked around, then sighed. "I don't know, he was never one to follow orders. He always did his own thing." He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    Alicia rolled her eyes "I had a hunch he'd be useless." As she spoke the demons ahead of them began firing off a volley of ranged attacks. Ice shards, fireballs, and those energy-sapping black orbs. As soon as Alicia saw them she shouted out "Cover me!" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen quickly ran in front of Alicia and activated his new dark undershield spell. Suddenly there was a large black circle on the ground with Mendelen standing in the center, the circle moved with him as he closed in on the demons. Any fireballs or black-orbs that passed over the black circle disappeared into thin air. The ice spikes and shards lost a lot of velocity, and the demons could no longer control the ice, but they did not disappear. Mendelen just kept his shield up and the ice attacks were nothing more than normal ice without their magical properties, and they all shattered on contact with his shield or his armor. With this immunity to their ranged attacks the two of them closed in on the demons quickly. 
 
      
 
    Two of the greater demons pulled back and began focusing on trying to dispel Mendelen' anti-magic shield, since the shield was an Aether: Black Magic spell and the demons were also well versed in the element. The third greater demon created an ice dome around the other two to keep them protected from other attacks while they focused on taking down Mendelen' spell. 
 
      
 
    As Alicia and Mendelen approached the demons the three lesser demons moved in to block their path. As soon as they were within striking range the first lesser demon threw a kick at Mendelen' shield with its superhuman strength. As the kick connected with the shield Mendelen was thrown backwards, and the undershield was pulled backwards with him, leaving Alicia outside of the spell's protection. As soon as she was no longer in the anti-magic zone the three lesser demons spewed flames out of their mouths, like flamethrowers, at her. It was very clear that they knew who she was, and that she was their target, they didn't care much about Mendelen nor did they consider him a threat. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she saw the flames Alicia used her superhuman speed to quickly move backwards and away from the flames, moving back to the safety of Mendelen' anti-magic zone. Suddenly two of the demons dropped dead. The one on the left took a bullet to the head and the one on the right met the same fate by an arrow. With the flames obscuring their vision they hadn't seen the attacks coming. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the two lesser demons went down Alicia saw her chance and darted at the remaining lesser demon. Mendelen followed behind her but could not keep up with her speed and was quickly falling behind. The demon threw a quick barrage of ice spikes at Alicia as she charged at it, but the ice spikes just shattered on contact with her light plate armor. It may have looked like her armor was thin, delicate and just to look fancy with all the gold and gem embellishments on it, but it was much more durable than it appeared. It wasn't going to be so easily pierced by ice, even if it is magically sharp ice. 
 
      
 
    The lesser demon jumped back to avoid a slash from Alicia's sword and immediately summoned an ice whip into its free hand. It lashed out at Alicia with the whip, wrapping it around around her arm. But now that Alicia was out of the anti-magic zone she could use her sword's enchantments. She activated the armor piercing enchantment and cut clean through the ice whip as if it were paper, immediately freeing herself from the lesser demon's grasp. 
 
      
 
    It was strange, the greater demon that was outside the dome wasn't attacking. What was it doing this whole time? Alicia had expected this fight to be much harder. She turned her head to glance at the greater demon only to be surprised by what she saw. It was dead. Someone had sliced its head in two. 
 
      
 
    Alicia didn't have time to think to figure out what happened, she had to turn her attention back to the fight in front of her because the lesser demon was already preparing a new attack. It had turned its arm into a giant ice-arm with sharp claws instead of fingers. It immediately tried to use its giant ice arm to grab and pin Alicia to the ground, but Alicia was too fast. She quickly sidestepped the first swipe of the arm and used the piercing enchantment on her sword to cut off the ice-hand. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the giant ice-hand was severed the demon took control over it with its ice magic and began moving it separately from the arm. The demon swung the remainder of the giant ice-arm at Alicia to try and bludgeon her with it while the giant ice-hand levitated off the ground behind her and went to try and grab her again. Although before the hand could grab her Mendelen moved to stand beside it. As soon as the ice-hand was within his anti-magic zone it fell to the ground and the demon could no longer control it. In a surprising feat of agility Alicia sprang four feet into the air and flipped herself up and over the ice arm as it was swung at her. But as soon as she was above it the entire arm shattered, and the ice shards all flew up at her and began freezing themselves onto her armor. Each piece sticking more ice to her armor, trying to encase her in ice while she was in mid-air and unable to move. The larger ice shards that struck her armor first were holding her in the air and preventing her from coming back down to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Alicia was too high up for Mendelen to reach, the only way he could stop this would be by putting the lesser demon inside his anti-magic zone to stop it from casting the spell. He was quick to move in on the lesser demon, but as he moved away from the ice-hand the hand immediately sprang back up into the air and grabbed onto Alicia. Ice mages were the bane of agility based fighters like Alicia, once her ability to dodge and evade was taken away from her she was a sitting duck, unable to fight back. Mendelen slashed his sword at the demon's head as soon as he was in range, but the demon was quick to block his attack with its own sword and shoved the armored man backwards. However, once Mendelen was close to the demon the anti-magic zone around Mendelen blocked the demon's spell. Alicia, and the ice that was encasing most of her body, fell back to the ground and some of the ice shattered off her. Although, based on the gasp of pain when she hit the ground it was clear she was a little injured from the fall. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen regained his balance quickly and took a stab at the demon's chest, forcing the lesser demon to sidestep the blade. The demon was about to throw another kick at Mendelen when out of nowhere an arrow struck it in the side of the head and the creature lifelessly fell to the ground. With a quick glance back at the others Mendelen could see that Lillith was already working on helping get the ice off Alicia and was trying to heal her minor injuries. Alicia was not accustomed to fighting on her own like this, Mendelen was fighting by her side but he couldn't do anything to help her should she need assistance. She was used to being surrounded by elven soldiers who could have gotten her out of that situation easily, but on this battlefield she was almost completely on her own. 
 
      
 
    Then the worst case scenario happened. The ice dome protecting the two other greater demons shattered revealing the two greater demons inside. One of them had a massive, charged up black spiked sphere in its hands, the same massively destructive spell that had destroyed the machine and scientists at the first rift back near the elven village, but this one was even stronger. The other was focusing on something. As soon as the ice dome shattered Mendelen' dark undershield spell fizzled out, the other greater demon had forcibly taken control of it and shut the spell down. It may have been Mendelen' spell, but the demon was a master of Aether: Black magic and Mendelen just knew one spell, the difference in skill was far too great for Mendelen' spell to resist the demon's control. Once the spell-shield was gone and no longer threatened to just cancel the entire spell, the demon gave its ally the ok to fire the spell and the massive black sphere was hurled straight at the machine. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen saw the sphere and didn't know what to do, that thing was going to explode and he knew that the explosion would be far too powerful for Pex's barrier to block. And even if he had a way of blocking it right here, like Suki's shield, the massive collateral damage that spell dealt last time would still destroy the machine, or at the very least badly wound everyone here. His mind was racing through ideas trying to find one that could stop the attack, as he watched it flying at incredible speeds towards the machine. But he had nothing that could stop that, the demons had once again won the strategic part of the battle. Their plan was flawless and left nothing unaccounted for, the demons knew they could do nothing to stop this. 
 
      
 
    Then, suddenly, a portal opened up in front of the black spiked sphere. The sphere flew through the portal, then came out of another portal that was hovering above the rift. The second portal directed the sphere to fire itself straight down into the rift. It struck the abyssal demon in the chest and burst into a massive explosion, gravely wounding the beast and sending the abyssal demon stumbling backwards and out of sight. As it exploded it sent big and sharp black spikes flying in all directions, some spikes were shot back out towards the fairies flying above, but most of them stayed inside the rift and many of them impaled the other demons waiting on the other side. Then, just like the first time the Alphas witnessed the spell, all of the needles exploded killing anything they had impaled and badly wounding everything near them. The abyssal demon was pushed back, for now, and many of the other demons waiting to get out were severely injured. Had that spell landed anywhere near the machine, it would have been devastating. 
 
      
 
    The victory was short lived though, the wounded and killed demons waiting beyond the rift were almost immediately replaced by more and the Abyssal demon returned seconds later, with the massive wound on its chest quickly healing. However, the abyssal demon's body was looking very badly damaged, not just from that one attack but from this entire fight. Every time it had to rapidly heal a massive wound like that, it was using blood magic and causing itself permanent and unhealable wounds. That spiked black sphere added a few more permanent blood magic wounds to the beast. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen was shocked, but he turned his attention back to the two greater demons. The two demons also had expressions of pure shock and confusion on their faces. Before they could realize what happened, suddenly a portal opened in the sky directly above the head of the leftmost demon. Kaden came flying out of the portal with his swords drawn, going straight for the demon's head. But the demon was superhumanly fast, it saw him and swung its arm to swat him out of the air. As soon as Kaden saw the arm incoming the portals disappeared, and a new portal appeared in front of him. He fell through the portal before the arm could hit him and the portal disappeared. Not even a second after another portal opened behind the demon's head and Kaden fell out of that one, landing on the back of the demon's shoulders and driving both of his swords through the back of the demon's neck. With his armor piercing enchantment he pulled his swords upwards, cleaving through the demon's head as he pulled them back out. As the greater demon lifelessly fell to the ground Kaden jumped off it's back and disappeared through another portal. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the battlefield, as soon as Alicia had given the order for Estellese and Suki to cover the south, they both looked to each other and nodded. Suki, by far, did not like the humans but Estellese was the exception. Estellese had earned her respect when they fought together in the previous battle, the rest of the humans were nothing more than useless bodies on the battlefield. She saw the incoming demons and knew both her and Estellese were headstrong melee based fighters, so they had to close the distance fast and ensure that they stayed on top of their foes. "I'm moving in, catch up as quickly as you can." Suki called out as she made her shield expand to be a huge wall again and with that wall of a shield between them she charged the demons with her superhuman speeds, leaving the slower human behind. 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Estellese replied. As Suki ran off Estellese focused on the ground beneath her feet. Suddenly a stone staff sprang up from the ground to replace the axe she broke in the previous fight. As soon as she grabbed onto the staff the ground under her feet sprang up into the air, launching her over Suki and her shield straight at the demons. 
 
      
 
    The demons knew that attacking the shield was pointless, so the two pure demons moved into the back lines and began channeling a spell. They created two giant ice snakes which lunged forwards and rammed into the shield. Even with her superhuman strength, the ice-snakes were too heavy and were slowly pushing Suki and her shield back. She couldn't get any closer, and she was now pinned down. 
 
      
 
    The lesser demons and the remaining greater demon focused on Estellese as she fell towards them. The lesser demons unleashed a barrage of fireballs and ice spikes up at her, assuming she'd be unable to dodge while in the air. But she didn't need to dodge anymore. She took a deep breath and bellowed out a stream of searing hot flames, like a flamethrower, which melted away the ice. The smaller fireballs got caught in her own fire and were also dispersed. Seeing that she was seconds away from landing beside them, the greater demon quickly hurled a black energy-sapping orb at her, intent on just stealing her stamina and shutting her attack down. As soon as she saw it coming Estellese's wings unfolded from her back and stretched out. Using her wings to control her flight she swerved around the black orb and sped up her descent. She landed on her feet and as soon as she hit the ground she cast two spells. The first sent a tremor through the ground, causing the demons around her to lose balance, and the second sent a burst of flames in all directions. The lesser demons were scorched by the flames, but the greater demon dispersed the flames heading towards itself and the pure demons with a wave of its hand. But this left Estellese in the middle of all the demons, surrounded, and Suki was not close enough to help her. This was not a good position to be in and she knew it. 
 
      
 
    Suki was pinned down by the ice-snakes that were pushing against her shield. If she let her shield return to normal size, or if she stopped pushing back against them they were going to crush her. One snake she could have handled, but two was too much. To make matters worse the lower bodies of the snakes were beginning to coil around her and her shield. It wasn't long before the snake's bodies had her completely surrounded, she had very little space to move and that space was shrinking as the snakes tightened the coil. As they coiled around her, a freezing mist was being emitted by the snakes, and Suki was trapped inside of it. Temperatures within the coils of the snakes were rapidly dropping, reaching dangerously cold temperatures within seconds and continuing to rapidly decline from there. If she didn't get out quickly she risked hypothermia setting in, and that was the last thing she needed on the battlefield. 
 
      
 
    Estellese glanced back at Suki and knew she needed help. She had to take out the pure demons that were controlling the snakes, and she knew the pure demons would not be able to fight back while channeling their spells. But the greater demon also knew this, it stood between Estellese and the pure demons, guarding them. She wasn't going to get past that beast. The greater demon focused and three black chains stretched out from the ground in front of it. The three chains kept getting longer and longer as they moved towards Estellese. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile the three lesser demons surrounding Estellese also began slowly moving in with their blades drawn. She had to think fast to avoid both the chains and the demons. She bolted for the demon in front of her, charging it head-on. As she got within striking range the other two demons had closed in on her from behind and the chains were hovering above her all waiting for their moment to strike. Estellese swung her stone staff at the demon's head and the demon went to block, but in that moment the ground underneath Estellese's feet suddenly sprang up again, throwing Estellese backwards. She used her wings to quickly turn herself around and slammed her staff into the head of one of the demons behind her as she flew past. Estellese landed a few feet behind the demons, and as the demon she struck fell to the ground she stomped her foot and a stone spike sprang out of the ground, impaling the demon's head. 
 
      
 
    However not everything went to plan, the chains moved faster than she had anticipated. When she was flipping through the air the three chains had latched onto her. These chains were not solid, they did not hold her down or restrict her movement and she could move through them as if they were not there. They remained attached to her, and she could feel them sapping away at her strength, speed, and stamina. She was moving slower, her staff felt heavy, and she was starting to feel exhausted as if she was sprinting nonstop even though she wasn't moving. She glanced at the pure demons who were still channeling their spells, they had a few arrows in them now but they didn't seem to be bothered by the arrows. She saw a few arrows and bullets flying past her at the lesser demons, but they were not distracted enough and just dodged both the arrows and the bullets. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a portal opened up behind one of the pure demons. Kaden came flying out of it and landed on the pure demon's back. As soon as he landed the demon panicked, it stopped controlling the snake and immediately made powerful flames burst out of its back, burning Kaden's legs. It was too late, Kaden shouted in pain but he still slashed his sword at the demon's head and sliced it clean off. Then he jumped off the corpse as it fell and disappeared through a portal. 
 
      
 
    Estellese was snapped back to the battlefield when she spotted out of the corner of her eye, the two remaining lesser demons rapidly throwing fireballs and ice shards at her. She started using her control over fire to push their fireballs away from her while she tried dodging the ice, the chains were making it too hard for her to use another flamethrower. Such a spell took a lot of energy, and with that chain sapping her stamina she just didn't have the energy to do it. Suddenly another portal opened up beside one of the lesser demons and Kaden sprang out of it, he slashed his sword at the demon but this one was onto his tricks. It spun around and ducked under his sword, kicking Kaden in the chest with a bone-snapping crack and sending him flying right back through his portal. 
 
      
 
    But it gave Estellese the opening she needed. While the demon was kicking and off balance, she sent a tremor through the ground and caused the demon to stumble. As it was stumbling she summoned a powerful fireball and hurled it at the demon, but before her fireball could reach the demon it was shot in the head by Zanath. 
 
      
 
    As that demon fell to the ground, another portal opened up behind the remaining lesser demon. This time, Suki fell out of the portal with a rather surprised look on her face. It would seem Kaden opened a portal under her feet without letting her know he was relocating her. But like the trained warrior she was she adapted immediately. The lesser demon heard the portal open and spun around to stab its attacker, but Suki immediately blocked the demon's blade with her shield and shoved the demon back with her superhuman strength. She was so cold that her body was weak and wasn't even shaking anymore, that was a bad sign. Her armor was not helping at this point, the metal in her armor had become so cold that even now that she had escaped the mist, her ice-cold armor was not allowing her to warm up. 
 
      
 
    As the lesser demon Suki shoved stumbled back it was immediately shot in the back of the head with an arrow. The greater demon and pure demon took a few steps back, they had not expected the humans to actually put up a fight and had thought that stopping Alicia and Suki would be all they needed to do to win. That plan clearly was not working. 
 
      
 
    There was one greater demon left on Alicia and Mendelen's side, with one greater demon and one pure demon remaining on Estellese and Suki's side. The pure demon, acting oddly out of order considering the greater demons were higher ranks, shouted some orders across the battlefield at the greater demon on the other side. It was strange, demons usually strictly followed their hierarchy, but whatever the pure demon said the two greater demons seemed to agree. 
 
      
 
    Estellese was not in a position to attack or fight back, Suki was still trying to recover from the frost, nobody knew where Kaden was but he was without a doubt injured, and Lillith had just started chipping Alicia out of the ice. The situation was not looking good. Lillith, Mendelen and Zanath were the only ones left who could still fight at their full potential, not counting Pex who was the only thing stopping the demons from just blasting the machine from long range. Everyone else was weakened, pinned down, or injured. 
 
      
 
    The pure demon in the back combined the two giant ice snakes into one bigger one and took control of that. The snake didn't go after Estellese or Suki though, it darted straight for the machine and slammed its massive ice-tail into Pex's barrier. Pex cringed and looked like she was struggling to hold the barrier up, she could block the fireballs and ice shards, but this giant snake was too much. She held it off for now but her barrier couldn't take many more hits like that. "Stop the snake! I can't hold that back!" Pex panicked. She wanted to use her signet on it, but she needed to touch the snake to do that. She had to stay on the machine and keep her undivided focus on the barrier, that was the only thing keeping the barrier strong enough to withstand the powerful blows of the snake. 
 
      
 
    Suki turned to the pure demon and began running at it, but the greater demon moved to block her path. This one was still trying to focus on sapping Estellese's strength through the chains but it was still more than a match for someone to take on alone. There was no way she was going to reach the pure demon with that thing guarding it. 
 
      
 
    She turned her focus to the greater demon and expanded her shield to be a giant wall again. She ran straight at it, and right as she got within it's range it moved to punch her shield, intending to use its superhuman strength to knock her backwards. But, as it swung at her shield, she made her shield return to normal size and the demon missed. Suki launched herself up into the air with her telekinesis and stabbed her sword into the side of the demon's neck. The demon roared out in pain and spewed out a blast of searing hot flames at Suki from it's mouth. Suki pushed herself back down and out of the way with her telekinesis, leaving her sword behind in the demon's neck. 
 
      
 
    However, with the demon's chains stuck to Estellese it continued draining her of her energy and it used that energy to heal the wound Suki inflicted on it. Within a second, the stab wound was gone and the sword fell out of its neck. 
 
      
 
    Estellese was walking towards the greater demon to try and assist, but the chains were making her weak and unable to do much. 
 
      
 
    But Suki wasn't done with her attack, as the sword fell out of the demon's neck she grabbed it with her telekinesis, making it levitate and start slashing at the demon. It was hovering around the demon's neck, being so close and so small the huge beast was having a hard time seeing where it was. The wounds kept healing mere seconds after being inflicted but it was keeping the beast distracted enough to not notice Suki moving in. 
 
      
 
    The pure demon spotted Suki running for its ally's hooves and shouted a warning to the greater demon while throwing a blast of fire at Suki, who easily blocked the fire with her shield. 
 
      
 
    The greater demon tried to jump backwards to get away from both Suki and her floating sword, but as soon as it jumped Suki used telekinesis to yank the demon back down to the ground, and to fling herself at the demon's legs. With her superhuman strength and the momentum from flinging herself, she slammed her shield into the demon's knee as hard as she could, shattering the bones. The demon let out a loud roar of pain and collapsed to the ground, it lost focus on its spell and the chains that had latched onto Estellese shattered. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she was freed from the weakening chains Estellese stomped her foot and the earth underneath the greater demon jumped up to grab its arms and legs, dragging its arms and legs underground and pinning it down. Once it was pinned she began sprinting towards the pure demon. She was exhausted after having her energy sapped but that never stopped her before. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the battlefield, Mendelen looked back at the two demons on the southern side. He wanted to help take out that pure demon but he had his own greater demon still on the north side to take care of. He stood close to Alicia and Lillith and watched the greater demon, guarding them while Lillith broke Alicia out of the ice. Alicia was shaking and struggling to handle the cold but not nearly as bad as Suki, she hadn't been exposed to the extreme temperatures, just a little ice. Mendelen reactivated his anti-magic zone to ensure that the greater demon didn't take control of the ice Alicia was encased in, and he watched as the greater demon began walking towards him. 
 
      
 
    The demon was keeping its eyes locked on Mendelen, walking towards them very slowly. Within a few seconds Alicia was broken out of the ice and Lillith quickly returned to the center of the battlefield with Zanath. Mendelen and the demon were almost staring eachother down as he waited to hear what Alicia's new plan was. 
 
      
 
    "Stay put, he will come to us. With your anti-magic shield it has to engage us in melee combat" Alicia instructed. 
 
      
 
    "I agree. Just stay on the defense, force the demon to strike first then counterattack. We don't need to attack, we just need to make sure it doesn't get near or attack the machine." Mendelen echoed her plan. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly the demon began running towards them, slowly speeding up little by little. It was keeping its eyes locked on Mendelen. Mendelen and Alicia were ready for this, the demon almost got in their faces and it rose one of its massive axes to slam it down on them. They both dove to the sides to get out of the way, and then a deep slash appeared on the demon's chest and the demon disappeared. 
 
      
 
    "Blood magic? WATCH OUT!" Alicia screamed to her allies. 
 
      
 
    The greater demon suddenly reappeared behind Suki right as she was about to finish off the pinned demon, with its axe already halfway through its swing, and Suki didn't know it was there. 
 
      
 
    "SUKI!" Estellese shouted out, and in a flash Estellese was right behind her. She had turned both of her arms into giant stone arms and caught the axe with her stone hands. But the blow struck her with so much force that it shattered most of her stone arms, it broke both of her actual arms and badly hurt her legs, causing her to scream out in pain. 
 
      
 
    Suki rushed and quickly stabbed her sword into the pinned demon's head as she spun around just in time to see Estellese save her, but also to see that the demon hadn't only swung one axe. The demon's second axe was a split second behind the first, and the blade of the axe was a bright red. The demon's own armor-piercing spell. But as it swung towards her a portal opened up above the axe and Kaden fell out of it. He sliced the handle of the massive axe with his sword, using its armor piercing enchantment to cut clean through the metal. The head of the axe went flying off into the distance, narrowly missing Suki. But the demon leaned deeper into its swing, striking Suki's shield with the handle of the broken axe. It wasn't the lethal blow the demon wanted, Suki blocked it, but with its superhuman strength it threw Suki backwards several feet and sent her body flipping and skidding across the ground, breaking several bones along the way. 
 
      
 
    As Kaden fell towards another portal the greater demon kicked him out of the air, causing him to miss the portal and slam into the ground a few feet away. He remained motionless. 
 
      
 
    The pure demon stopped focusing on the snake and summoned a massive fireball. As soon as Suki hit the ground and stopped skidding it hurled the fireball at her. She was too badly wounded to move so she expanded her shield and hid underneath it. As the fireball struck her shield it exploded and unleashed a massive whirlwind of flames. The flames spiraled above and around her shield, waiting for her to come out from under it. Then, a trail of embers shot across the ground from the pure demon towards where Suki was hiding. 
 
      
 
    Estellese tried to grab control of the embers with her own fire magic, but the demon was a master and she was still just a novice, she couldn't pry control of the spell from the demon. The embers slipped underneath the shield and exploded. An ear piercing scream and searing hot flames burst out from underneath the shield. 
 
      
 
    By this point the pure demon looked almost like a porcupine with how many arrows were sticking out of its back. The arrows and bullets were simply too small and too lacking in power to cause any significant damage to the eight foot tall, metallic-skinned creature. The pure demon was too far away for anyone other than Kaden to reach it, but he was unconscious and too badly wounded to fight. 
 
      
 
    Alicia had been sprinting at the pure demon, but even with her superhuman speed she arrived too late. She immediately swung low for the demon's leg but the demon saw her coming and jumped backwards. By this point the pure demon had stopped controlling the ice-snake long enough for Pex to melt them both with her fire magic. It required such a large amount of energy to make those ice snakes that it couldn't summon another one without completely exhausting itself. 
 
      
 
    Alicia was fuming, tears were running down her cheeks and she was focused solely on killing this pure demon. As soon as the demon jumped back she rushed forwards and stabbed her sword toward its chest. The pure demon sidestepped the blade and with a short swipe of one of its four arms it made a big block of ice appear beside Alicia and sent it flying at her from the side. Alicia dove forwards to evade the ice and slashed at the demon's legs again. The demon quickly stepped back but wasn't fast enough and Alicia's sword sliced deeply into one of its legs. 
 
      
 
    "Alicia! Behind you! Focus!" Lillith shouted out as she ran towards Alicia. 
 
      
 
    Alicia spun around just in time to see an ice javelin flying straight at her back and the greater demon charging at her. She sidestepped the javelin only for the pure demon to kick her while she wasn't looking at it. Alicia's body was sent skipping across the battlefield, letting out sharp cries of pain each time her body struck the ground until it eventually came to a stop. 
 
      
 
    "Alicia!" Lillith shouted out, taking a sharp turn to sprint straight towards her friend. The greater demon saw that she too had lost focus and immediately hurled its massive battleaxe straight at Lillith while she was watching her friend. The full demon also took advantage of the situation by hurling a massive fireball at Alicia. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen was quick to rush in front of the fireball, his dark undershield spell absorbing the fireball and preventing it from reaching its target. 
 
      
 
    Zanath rushed over to Lillith and yanked her to the ground with him, the massive battle axe flew over their heads and narrowly missed Lillith. But as it flew over their heads Zanath noticed that there was a glowing ember on the handle of the axe. "MOVE!" Zanath shouted out as he dove as far away as he could jump. 
 
      
 
    Lillith was in shock after seeing Alicia go down, she was not a fighter or accustom to being on the battlefield after all. She tried to jump out of the way too but her reaction time was dulled by shock, she wasn't fast enough. The ember on the axe exploded blasting flames in all directions. Both Lillith and Zanath screamed out as they were caught in the blast. Zanath took the least damage, he had second degree burns all over his left side. Lillith had second degree burns over most of her body and her lower legs were covered in third degree burns. Zanath was able to stand but was having a lot of difficulty staying on his feet, Lillith on the other hand couldn't get back up. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen rushed over to stand by Alicia, also covering Zanath and Lillith who were near her with his anti-magic zone as well. 
 
      
 
    The rift had almost shrunken enough to stop the abyssal demon from getting out, it just needed another minute or two and the demons knew this. They exchanged a few words in their own language, before the greater demon charged at the machine and Pex. Checkmate. With the pure demon waiting in the back Mendelen couldn't leave Alicia's side. She was the princess of the elves, he had to keep her safe and if he walked away for even a second the pure demon would finish her off. Mendelen didn't stand a chance against the greater demon by himself anyways. He was the only one left who was uninjured and still able to fight, the healer had not only been taken down but she was also inside Mendelen' anti-magic zone. His spell wasn't only protecting Alicia but was also blocking Lillith from using her healing magic, and she was too close to Alicia. There was no way for him to protect Alicia without also blocking Lillith. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked around the battlefield, trying to think of a way out. Zanath's guns were not strong enough to do much to the greater and pure demon. The pure demon was clearly wounded from all the bullets and arrows, and those wounds were slowing it down, but they needed to kill it. The demons' armor and the toughness of their skin were just too much for these primitive guns and bullets. He couldn't move from this spot or Alicia and Lillith would die, possibly Zanath too since they were all close together. Suki was dead, Pex was the only thing keeping them off the machine, Kaden was badly injured and knocked out, Estellese broke her arms and badly damaged her legs and… Was missing? 
 
      
 
    Mendelen skimmed the battlefield again but couldn't see Estellese anywhere, Kaden was also gone. 
 
      
 
    Pex watched in horror from her position guarding the machine. Things were going okay at best, but as soon as Suki went down everything just fell apart in an instant. It was clear that the demons were getting worn out from these powerful spells, she could tell the demon charging at her was exhausted, but did it matter? It was a greater demon, one of the most dangerous demonic soldiers out there, versus a librarian. Even if that demon was worn down and tired, she was just a librarian not a soldier but she had to do something. It was going to break through the barrier either way. 
 
      
 
    Pex dropped the barrier around the machine, leaving it unguarded as she took flight and flew after the greater demon. The demon did not know she wasn't a soldier, so it immediately treated her as if she was a significant threat. It began launching a barrage of fireballs at the small fairy, but Pex was quickly bobbing and weaving through the air around the flames. She flew low near the demon's legs and immediately unleashed a massive gust of wind upwards at the demon. 
 
      
 
    The greater demon was thrown up into the air, and would have been launched far away had it not responded so quickly. As soon as it was lifted off the ground its arm turned into a giant ice arm that stretched out and grabbed onto the ground, pulling the demon down and out of the air. As it landed it swung its arms forward and the ice arm shattered into hundreds of tiny ice shards which fired back at Pex. They were tiny to a human, but huge to a fairy. Pex responded by making a big blast of flames around herself, melting away all the ice. 
 
      
 
    It seemed like a good idea at face-value, but she was expending far too much energy using all these big attacks. It was even worse when she did it at times like this when she could have done other things that would have been less taxing on her stamina. Her lack of combat experience was showing. Her magic was powerful and her attacks were dangerous, but if she kept fighting like this she was going to burn all of her energy up in seconds flat. Even the demons tried to hold back on bigger attacks like that for the sake of not exhausting themselves too quickly. 
 
      
 
    The demon charged at Pex again, but Pex let out another powerful blast of flames followed by an equally powerful gust of wind that caught the flames and made the flames nearly explode out at the demon. The demon hadn't been ready for such a massive blast and was engulfed in the fire. But as the flames cleared the demon was still standing, it was severely burnt over its entire body, but still alive. Pex was gasping for air, the powerful spells taking their toll. The demon threw a black chain at Pex and she was too exhausted to evade it. As soon as the chain latched onto her it began draining her already diminished stamina even more. Worse, as the demon sapped Pex's stamina, its burns started healing. The demon smirked and began walking towards the machine, knowing that the small fairy was no longer a threat and was now just a flying source of free energy. Pex tried to fly after the demon and began throwing gusts of wind at it, but she no longer had the stamina to give her attacks the power they needed to stop the demon. 
 
      
 
    As the demon walked the gusts of wind kept making it stumble around, the little fairy was really getting annoying. The demon clenched a fist then spun around to swat the fairy out of the air and end this once and for all, but as it spun around the first and last thing the demon saw was the blade of Kaden's sword as it stabbed into the demon's forehead. Kaden fell to the ground with the greater demon's corpse, someone had healed all of his wounds but by this point he was completely exhausted. Those armor piercing enchantments on his swords consumed a massive amount of stamina every time he activated them, even when he missed. He had overused the enchantments and, like Pex, had just completely exhausted himself of energy. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the full demon saw its ally fall it skimmed the battlefield in a panic, and finally noticed that the human woman was gone. It had presumed her to be out of the fight, but clearly she was up to something. It began looking all around trying to find her, the pure demon knew she was coming to finish it off, but where was she? Then it remembered, she had wings now! She can fly! It immediately looked up and was prepared to shoot her out of the sky, but she wasn't there. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly vines sprang out of the ground and grabbed onto the demon's four arms, yanking it down to its knees. The demon instantly tried burning off the vines, but as it did Estellese burst out of the ground with earth magic. Her arms had stone gauntlets covering them, and the gauntlets had sharp claws in place of fingers. All of her wounds were healed and her arms looked much more muscular than they originally were. Estellese slammed the palm of her stone gauntlet into the demon's face and grabbed on, digging the stone claws into the sides of its head. She immediately slammed the back of the demon's head into the ground with her newly gained superhuman strength. As she slammed the demon she used her wings to ensure that she landed on its chest so she could follow up her attack with another hard punch to the head and a slash across the face with her stone claws while the demon was stunned from the first blow. Her arms returned to normal once the strength boost ended, but the demon was dead now. She quickly began running over to Alicia and Lillith to try and heal them now that she had swapped out her fire magic for nature magic. 
 
      
 
    "We did it!" Pex breathlessly shouted out. But not a moment after she shouted explosions filled the sky above the rift. The group of demons who had been sent to take out the fairies above the rift had all blasted incredibly powerful fire attacks up into the sky. The abyssal demon was smart, these demons were not random demons, but were hand-picked for these jobs. While the group facing the Alphas failed, the other group succeeded. As the explosions filled the sky hundreds of chard fairy bodies began falling to the ground. The sight was enough to make Pex sick, the small fairy flew down to the ground and disappeared into the grass where she wouldn't be able to see any more of what was happening. 
 
      
 
    As the explosions rang out in the air above them the abyssal demon's four arms once again rose out of the rift and grabbed onto the ground around it as it began pulling itself out again. Within a split second a portal opened beside one of the arms and Kaden sprang out of it. Using his armor piercing swords to hack away at the arm, he severed the demon's arm after three swings, causing the demon to roar out in pain and rage. As quickly as he could he used portals to move to the next arm and repeated the same action. But after the second slash an explosion of flames burst out of the demon's arm. Kaden tried to jump through his portals to dodge the flames, but the fire followed him through the portal and burnt him anyways, leaving him badly burnt and unable to do that again. 
 
      
 
    The abyssal demon pulled its head out from the rift and looked around. As soon as it spotted the machine one of its three remaining titan-sized fists slammed down and crushed it. 
 
      
 
    By now, Alicia, Lillith, and Zanath were all healed. Everyone helplessly watched the machine being crushed to pieces again. It was over. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen spotted someone familiar amongst the fighting near the rift, he couldn't tell exactly who the fairy was because it was far away and the fairies were too small to see at a distance, but he recognized the magic. Powerful ice magic, the spiked ice tendrils, it must have been Sybil. He knew the plan was to have guards pull her out of the battlefield as soon as the fight started. She must have gotten a moment's rest and returned. She was gunning for the abyssal demon with everything she had and she alone was holding it back, but she could only keep this up for so long. As he moved closer to the rift he could see more of the abyssal demon beneath it, it looked weakened. It had used blood magic to heal its injuries so many times that its blood magic wounds had become worse then any injuries that were being inflicted on it by its opponents. But it was still standing strong and still had a long way to go before it was taken down. Then, Mendelen heard an odd sound. A dog barking and it sounded like it was coming from above him. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked up to see a huge, pure white, fluffy dog with wings flying over his head straight at the demon. As the massive dog flew over the rift it suddenly let out a bright flash of light and split into two. One of the things that split off of the flying white dog was a normal looking golden Labrador retriever, which landed right next to the rift and began barking encouragement at its owner. The other thing that split off of the giant white dog was a knight, wearing pure white, heroic looking armor. The white knight had a white cape, a large gem-encrusted white sword, and a small but valiant looking white and blue shield. The knight fell out of the sky and landed on the abyssal demon's head, and immediately stabbed his sword down into the beast's skull. 
 
      
 
    "What are you doing?" Sybil shouted to the man, she knew that wouldn't kill the demon. But… The sword was burning through the demon's head with a white flame. He seemed to focus and the sword expanded to become much bigger for only a brief moment. Long enough to finish off the abyssal demon, killing it once again and buying them a few minutes before it came back. As the abyssal demon's lifeless body fell back into the rift the white knight jumped off the demon's head and back onto the ground. Sybil just fluttered there in shock, she had never seen a weapon that burnt demons like that. "Is that… A holy sword?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes ma'am" The knight replied with a brief salute and a bow, the voice sounded like a teenaged boy, and it was around this time that Mendelen noticed that this white knight was actually kinda short. It betrayed his grand heroic entrance and appearance. The knight turned to the dog he flew in with "High-five Rex! Nice work!" He called out as he held out his hand. The dog happily barked and jumped up to paw at his hand. "Now go get Inami" He instructed. 
 
      
 
    The dog barked in confirmation and wagged its tail happily as it suddenly transformed into a greyhound and sprinted off to the north. 
 
      
 
    Within a few seconds the white knight's armor and fancy equipment disappeared. Revealing a young thirteen year old boy with messy black hair and soft blue eyes. He looked a little frail, but seemed otherwise average for a young boy. He was wearing a gray hoodie with blue pants and a white t-shirt under his hoodie. He carried a small wooden buckler and a normal-looking iron longsword. But, most importantly, he was a human. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked back at the rift to see that demons were still climbing out of it, but the remaining fairies from the rift-guarding section were shooting them down quickly and effectively. As for the rest of the battlefield it was calming down. it looked like the elves and fairies had cleared out almost all the remaining demons on the surface. He glanced back at the others just in time to see a portal open beside Estellese and Lillith. Kaden fell out of the portal and ungracefully landed, sprawled out and face-first, on the ground. 
 
      
 
    "Ugh, heal me please." Kaden groaned, grimacing a little as he tried to move causing his burns to send a sharp pain through his body. 
 
      
 
    "Dumbass, what did you expect to happen when you did that?" Estellese scoffed, but her and Lillith got to work on healing his burns. 
 
      
 
    "I expected him to give me a cookie, not a fireball. But instead I stalled him, for like two seconds, but still I stalled him and I got no cookies for it." Kaden countered. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen turned back to the boy. "You're a human?" He asked. "What's your name?" 
 
      
 
    The boy nodded "Yep I am, I'm Thomas. And my dog's name is Rex, he's my best friend from-" He started but stopped. "From my home." He added with a brief glance to the fairy hovering near him. "I never knew any other humans were in this g- Erm, here." 
 
      
 
    "We just got to this world a few weeks ago." Mendelen replied. "But we have some questions for you, that we'd like to ask sometime when we are alone. Just us humans." 
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    Mendelen turned back to the boy. "You're a human?" He asked. "What's your name?" 
 
      
 
    The boy nodded "Yep I am, I'm Thomas. And my dog's name is Rex, he's my best friend from-" He started but stopped. "From my home." He added with a brief glance to the fairy hovering near him. "I never knew any other humans were in this g- Erm, here." 
 
      
 
    "We just got to this world a few weeks ago." Mendelen replied. "But we have some questions for you, that we'd like to ask sometime when we are alone. Just us humans." 
 
      
 
    Sybil gave them a suspicious look and Thomas looked confused, but he quickly replied with "Okay, maybe later? Kinda busy right now." As he spoke he spotted Zanath and Lillith trying to set up a new machine on the edge of the rift "What are you guys doing?" He called over to them. 
 
      
 
    Zanath looked up at him with a perplexed expression on his face "Closing the rift?" He answered. 
 
      
 
    "Oh! You can do that?" Thomas asked in a shocked tone. "Don't worry about it, I got it covered. My friend can close them real quick. She should be here any second now." As he spoke those words he heard Rex barking in the background and pointed in the general direction of the sound. "There they are." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Zanath turned to where the boy was pointing and spotted two figures in the distance. One looked like a little girl, and the other was clearly Rex. The dog had changed back into a golden labrador retriever and was running circles around the girl while barking happily. It would run ahead of her, trying to lead the way, but the little girl wasn't fast enough to keep up so the dog would turn and run back to her. It would then run a circle around her and run ahead of her again, repeating the process over and over. 
 
      
 
    As they got closer Mendelen could tell that the girl was not human. She looked to be only eleven, and had a human shape to her with long white hair, but she had black and white fur covering her body and face. She resembled some sort of a cross between a human and a panda. Her face was mostly covered in white fur, with big circles of black fur around her eyes, she had panda ears, and the fur along her arms and legs was mostly black with a few spots of white here and there. Her nose also looked more like a panda nose then a human one, but her body shape was human, and she had human-shaped hands and feet. She was wearing a brown t-shirt that looked a little big on her, and brown pants that also seemed a little baggy and big for her. Mendelen wasn't sure what to think of the strange girl, she looked frightened but she seemed to lighten up when she saw the friendly faces of everyone around the rift. 
 
      
 
    She went straight over to Thomas, but her eyes wandered to everyone in the area. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry Inami, your mother was not here. This source of energy was just Mr. Ugly-face again, same demon that was at the dwarven settlement." Thomas sighed. 
 
      
 
    Inami giggled lightly at his nick-name for the abyssal demon, but seemed a little disheartened when he said her mother wasn't here. "I no feel any more. The other one that way disappeared weeks ago." She said as she pointed in the direction of the elven village. 
 
      
 
    Thomas sighed softly and frowned "No more? You sure your mother was strong enough to radiate energy like that?" When he saw Inami nod he sighed and shook his head. "The trail goes cold again then. Don't worry, we will find her. Can you break this rift like you did the last one though? We don't want Mr. Ugly-face to get out." 
 
      
 
    "Oh! Yeah that be bad." Inami agreed. She walked over and crouched down beside the rift, then she touched it and closed her eyes. Suddenly both Inami and the rift changed, they were both made of nothing but green ones and zeros for a very brief moment before Inami returned to normal. The rift seemed like it froze in place for a second, then it suddenly just disappeared. "Poof!" inami exclaimed as she jumped back onto her feet, after which she promptly hiccupped and covered her mouth. "Oops! I think change myself again when change rifty thing. I no good this." She murmured. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, you got rid of it and you seem to be okay, so it's probably fine." Thomas replied with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen turned to Sybil "Is it just me, or is the translation spell not working well on the panda?" He asked. "It's translating her speech, but not nearly as well as it does for you, the other fairies, or the elves." 
 
      
 
    "It isn't the spell, it's just her. Seems like she doesn't know how to speak properly, if I pry into her mind with telepathy, it looks like she speaks the same language you do." Sybil replied. She seemed to be shocked and at a loss for words, this was a lot to take in. She didn't have the slightest idea how these children did this, it was baffling. "You do not know this other human? And is the girl not from your world?" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "The girl definitely isn't from our world, I don't know why she'd be speaking our language. And we don't know the boy." He answered. 
 
      
 
    "My father is the creator of this world." Thomas spoke up. "Believe it or not. And you guys wouldn't have known me, I… Well I never really left home. So I didn't have any friends until I got to this world." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "The son of the creator? That would explain the holy weaponry and the divine powers to drive back the demons, is the girl also the daughter of god?" Sybil replied with a hint of skepticism in her tone. 
 
      
 
    "Oh no, no." Thomas replied quickly. "My father isn't a god, just the creator of the world. I'm not part of any of this world's religions. And the girl is just a friend I met on my journey, I offered to help her find her mother." 
 
      
 
    "But surely he is if he created the world." Sybil pressed him for information. 
 
      
 
    "It's… Too hard to really explain." Thomas replied. "But honestly, I'm nothing special. I'm just an average boy." 
 
      
 
    As the last of the demons fell on the battlefield and the others noticed that the rift was destroyed, the cheers of the soldiers could be heard ringing out, the battle was finally won, the demons were driven back. 
 
      
 
    Sybil didn't seem to believe him. She looked back at the battlefield. "I need to lead them back, and let them know I'm still alive. Thomas, please come to my castle in Altia, the fairy city that is on the central island. Son of god or not, I must find out where you got that sword, and possibly study it so we can figure out how to use that element of magic incase the demons ever return." 
 
      
 
    "I would like to but…" Thomas started. 
 
      
 
    "We will pay for you to have a room at the Inn, and will ensure that you get a big cooked meal." Sybil stated. As soon as she mentioned food both Thomas and Inami's stomachs growled, and Rex's head perked up. Sybil laughed "I figured that'd get you kids' attention. You two are out in the wilderness alone right? You need to eat." 
 
      
 
    "I can forage and Inami can eat most meats raw." Thomas said. "But it has been years since I had a cooked meal." 
 
      
 
    "Good, come see me at the castle then we will-" Sybil paused, she took a deep breath and tried to recompose herself. "I will make sure you and your friend are taken care of. And Rex too." 
 
      
 
    "But ma'am, my holy sword is from my signet skill. It isn't an item you can really study, and signets defy the typical laws of magic." Thomas replied as he gestured to his signet ring. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, that is unfortunate." Sybil sighed disheartedly. "But come anyways, we'll learn whatever we can from it and at least you can get a decent meal and a good place to rest for the night. I must get back to my people." She turned and flew off towards the rest of the soldiers. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you ma'am!" Thomas shouted back to her he watched her go. 
 
      
 
    "We are heading back to the others as well." Alicia stated, she still sounded upset but seemed to be doing better. The rest of the group was now fully healed and standing not too far from Mendelen and Thomas. "Good work everyone, and thank you Mendelen for keeping Lillith and I alive." 
 
      
 
    "I told you not to make me say I told you so." Kaden replied. "Yet you made me say it. That burst of emotion both of you had nearly got you both killed." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden!" Both Estellese and Mendelen shouted. 
 
      
 
    "You went down first human, due to your own stupidity and ego. You couldn't just follow orders?" Alicia snapped back. "And I told you not to address me like that. Remember your place human, and show some respect for your superiors." 
 
      
 
    "You and Mendelen both don't get that defense is not the best option. Offense is more important, take them out before they get a chance to hurt us. Which is why I do my own thing, I'm not gonna sit around on defense and watch people die. Plus you should know me by now, if you demand respect just because you're royalty I'm just going to keep pissing ya off. I hate people who do that. Respect is earned." Kaden answered, only to get promptly smacked over the back of the head by Estellese. 
 
      
 
    Inami started giggling as she watched the two of them. 
 
      
 
    "Knock it off Kaden." Estellese insisted. 
 
      
 
    Alicia sighed and shook her head "He's your idiot, I don't have time to deal with him." She scoffed. 
 
      
 
    "Unfortunately. Yeah." Estellese sighed. 
 
      
 
    "I'm getting back to Adamus and the elves before they worry and send the rescue. Come on Lillith." She took Lillith's hand and the two of them ran off towards the elven army together. 
 
      
 
    Thomas turned to Mendelen, "I also have questions for you, but you can go first." He said. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head and glanced back at Pex who was sitting on Estellese's shoulders. "Estell, do you and Pex wanna head back ahead of us?" He asked, hoping she'd catch the hint. 
 
      
 
    Estellese hesitated. "I want to be here for this too." She murmured. "Pex you mind heading back without us? We will catch up." 
 
      
 
    Pex frowned a little and looked up at Estellese's face from her perch on the woman's shoulder. "Why can't I be here too?" 
 
      
 
    "It's a human thing, one that might be offensive to anyone who isn't human." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    Thomas looked very confused when Estellese said that, "But… Neither of them are human?" He murmured quietly, his comment went unnoticed. Estellese's wings were throwing him off. 
 
      
 
    "I can handle it. It is clearly important to you, and you're a friend." Pex replied. 
 
      
 
    "It made Alicia really mad." Estellese countered. 
 
      
 
    "But Alicia is a stuck-up princess. That isn't hard." Pex chirped, which prompted Kaden to burst out laughing. Even Estellese and Mendelen chuckled a little at that one. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, but don't say I didn't warn you." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "You first." Mendelen said to the little boy. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I just had a few questions. How long have you been here? And are you enjoying the game so far? Do you think you or others will stay in the game for a while? Is there more people in here? Was it released worldwide?" Thomas asked, he sounded like he was hoping they said yes to the last three. 
 
      
 
    "Well," Mendelen started "we have been here a few weeks, I am not really sure how to answer the second question considering a few glaring problems we found. We are the only humans in the game that we know of, and we were invited to the private Alpha tests, so it isn't actually released to anyone yet." 
 
      
 
    Thomas looked disheartened. "Oh, but you're not enjoying it?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head, but it was Kaden who spoke up first. "Well kid, we can't log out of the game, and when we get hit by things it hurts us as if we were really hit. We are also terrified about what happens if we die considering the first two problems." 
 
      
 
    "What!" Thomas exclaimed in shock. "You really can't log out? And things actually hurt you? No wonder you're not enjoying it." 
 
      
 
    "You don't feel pain? And can you log out?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Erm…" Thomas looked a little upset as he stared at the ground for a moment. "It is… Different for me. I can't log out, and I do feel pain here. But that should be different for you." He explained. "I must speak with my father about this tonight." 
 
      
 
    "Why would it be different for us?" Zanath asked. "We are all humans, from the real world, right?" 
 
      
 
    Thomas grimaced and looked down again, but took a deep breath to calm himself. "It is hard to talk about. But if what you say is true then it's only fair I give you the truth. We are different. I died." He said quietly. "And no, I don't mean that I died within this game. I was dying from an incurable disease back in the real world. My father put me in this world, where magic existed that could cure my disease. This body I have here, this is my real body, he didn't just send my consciousness into the game because at the time he didn't know how to do that. His machine could only take the person's actual body, and inject it into the world. I ran out of time, so he put my physical body into this world, and cured me with this world's magic. Because of that I can't go back, and I feel real pain. I've been here for years." He explained. "But my father told me he would turn this world into a game, so that people would come play this game and I could make some friends. I watched the world get filled with monsters and game-like things, it was rather empty before they showed up a few months ago. My father promised me that he found a way to send people to this world the right way, without sending their actual body." He explained. 
 
      
 
    Thomas gave them a moment to take it all in, before continuing. "I understand if you guys don't want to come back once you get out, but I will speak to my father tonight and make him take you back out." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." All four of the Alphas said almost in unison. 
 
      
 
    "If we do happen to die before getting out of here." Kaden started. "What would happen? Can you die?" 
 
      
 
    Thomas shook his head. "If I died, because this is my real body I would be dead since I can't go back to the real world. But you guys should be able to just log out, once we figure out how. Don't die until we do, because if you're dead I don't think I can talk to you and tell you how to get out. As for me, my father made Rex and I immortal. We feel pain and can get knocked out if we take a lethal blow, but our bodies always regenerate. I know for sure that doesn't apply to you. Also, for reasons I do not yet understand, it would seem my friend Inami here is also immortal. I'm still trying to solve that mystery, and the mystery of how she does… Well… What she did to the rift. That isn't normal, I think. What are your names? So I can send you guys a message tonight with the info on how to log out? Maybe we can play together, if you guys ever come back?" He asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
    The alphas all gave their names, but none of them made any promises to come back. Once Thomas had the names Kaden opened a portal and gestured to it. "Shortcut to the fairy city?" He suggested. 
 
      
 
    "Don't open one into the city, we'll all get sick again." Pex spoke up. She sounded confused and unsure of what she had just heard. It sounded like they were suggesting that this world is fake, and that did not sit well with her. But but she promised to not get mad, so she was keeping these feelings to herself. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't, it leads to just outside the city's shrinking spell thingy." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "That's a pretty neat power" Thomas chirped. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I like it." Kaden replied. With that everyone went through the portal. Thomas, Inami, and Rex went first then the Alphas and Pex followed. Once through the portal they headed to the city. 
 
      
 
    "WOOOOW!" Inami exclaimed when they finally arrived. She was mesmerized by all the shiny things and colorful lights reflecting off the gemstones, nevermind the fact that the city was floating. 
 
      
 
    Estellese chuckled, and Mendelen wished Thomas good luck as the Alphas headed their own way, towards the inn. Thomas, once he was finally able to get Inami to move, headed to the castle. 
 
      
 
    "Well guys." Mendelen started when they finally reached the Inn. "Amazing job out there everyone, and I don't just mean today. We need to stay friends once we get out of here. I guess that was our final boss or something?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm curious." Kaden spoke up, "Was that kid real? Or was he an AI? Maybe now that we beat the final boss we get our freedom from the game as a reward for beating the game? I mean, that's incredibly sadistic and cruel, considering how hard that was to pull off. But it makes sense." 
 
      
 
    "Maybe, who knows?" Zanath replied. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I just want to get out of here and go home." Estellese added. 
 
      
 
    "You guys are really leaving?" Pex asked quietly. "Are you not coming back?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know Pex" Estellese answered. "We were trapped in this world against our will, and it nearly killed us. I'm going to miss you, and everyone here, but I don't know if I can come back. And not because I don't want to, part of me does, but I, just don't know." 
 
      
 
    "Oh." Pex lowered her head. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen took a step towards his room "Well, I'm exhausted. I think it's a safe bet to say we all are. Let's get to sleep for tonight, and all meet on the ground in the center of town tomorrow for our final goodbyes before we log out? Who knows when the kid will message us, could be late." 
 
      
 
    "Sounds good to me." Zanath replied. 
 
      
 
    "Can I come? To the final goodbyes?" Pex asked. 
 
      
 
    "Of course you can, I'd want you to be there. You're a good friend Pex." Estellese answered. 
 
      
 
    Pex nodded. "Alright, thank you. I'm really tired and not feeling well. I'm going to head home. Goodnight everyone." Her voice was quiet and she sounded upset. 
 
      
 
    "I'm tired too, and I'm sorry Pex. 'Night everyone, and no leaving early Kaden." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    Pex flew home and everyone went to their rooms to sleep for the night. 
 
      
 
    The next morning came before they knew it. Estellese stretched as she awoke, she had slept in a little since she had wings now and could just fly down to get there faster. The thought of going back to the real world and losing her wings and her new friends was a little sad, but she needed to go home. She got out of bed and flew down to the center of town. To her surprise everyone was already there, even Pex. 
 
      
 
    "So, we are all here?" Kaden asked. "Did we all read the message?" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen and Zanath nodded, but said nothing. Pex looked confused and walked over to Estellese to stand beside her. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't read mine yet." Estellese replied. She waved her hand palm-down in front of herself and the virtual keyboard opened up, along with a big screen in front of her. Pex was staring at the keyboard and screen, trying to take it all in and trying to summon her own, but it didn't work. Estellese saw a message she assumed was from Thomas and touched it, and it opened up. Pex read it over her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry. I am so sorry. My father lied to me. Don't die, this is your real body, you're in here just like I am and my father won't give you the immortality he gave me. I am so sorry. It's my fault, I told him I wanted friends, I never thought he'd trap people in here! I am so sorry!" 
 
      
 
    After reading just the first two words Estellese's heart dropped. She didn't need to read the rest of it to know what it said, but she did anyways. "This isn't one of Kaden's jokes, is it? If this message is really a fake message from Kaden, I swear I will kill him." 
 
      
 
    "It is not. I'm not that big of an asshole." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Where is Thomas? He seems really upset in this message, we need to tell him it isn't his fault." Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    Kaden shrugged. "I woke up pretty early, and I thought the same thing. Innkeeper said Thomas never went to his room last night. So I asked around town, found a shop hovering lower to the ground for the elves who are here. Shopkeeper said they saw him leaving town in a hurry, with the girl and his dog. Shopkeep also said he did seem really upset. So I sent Thomas a message saying thanks for the info, and that it wasn't his fault. He hasn't replied." 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to message him too then." Estellese replied. "It's not his fault, I don't want him to be upset. Poor kid is probably going through enough as it is." 
 
      
 
    "More importantly, what do we do now?" Mendelen asked. "If what he says is true we can't get back to the real world, and if it isn't we still don't know how to get back anyways. Plus now we know just how much danger we are in. I guess we always knew, but now it's confirmed. If these are our real bodies, we don't want to die here." 
 
      
 
    "Um." Pex said quietly. "I know this is a bad time, and I am very sorry for you all. But Estell, my offer still stands. If you would like to live with me, you can. I can't extend that offer to your friends, my father would not approve and I haven't gotten my own home yet. Plus we don't have the space, but he survived the battle and I spoke to him about you and he is okay with you." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you Pex." Estellese replied quietly. 
 
      
 
    "I feel really selfish saying it, because I didn't want you to go, and now you can't, and I feel bad. But, I just wanted you to know the offer still stands." Pex sheepishly mumbled. 
 
      
 
    "I will probably take you up on that offer, I really appreciate it. It sounded good before and if I really can't go home, I need to find a new home here." Estellese said. "At least partially, like I said before, I want to explore and see the world too." 
 
      
 
    "You can come with me." Kaden started. "I also intend to explore. With my portals you can easily explore the world, then come back here via portals to rest between trips." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks Kaden." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "I also think I'll be out exploring the world." Mendelen spoke up "I didn't really feel at home in either city, might settle down in the elven village eventually but for now I think I'll just wander. If you and Estell go together can I tag along?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "Nope, I only extend my offer to Estell." Kaden sarcastically replied. "Of course you can come along dude, we are all friends we should stick together." As soon as he said that everyone turned to Zanath, who was remaining quiet as usual.. 
 
      
 
    "I was thinking of settling down in Elwood village with the elves. But I'll need money for that, so if we are all going out on more adventures I'm up for tagging along. If we find another dungeon we can make some good cash off it." Zanath answered. 
 
      
 
    "The elves don't like us killing things though, like we did in the last dungeon." Estellese pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Um." Pex spoke up. "Actually, those dungeon thingies, the elves don't actually mind if you kill the creatures in those. If we are talking about the same thing. We do it all the time. Those creatures are… Different. Lifeless. Telepaths can't find any thoughts in their heads, empaths can't sense any emotions in them. We've studied them, they don't eat or sleep, they don't even move or breathe until someone is inside the dungeon. And when they see someone they are always hostile and always attack without any sense of self-preservation. It's kinda creepy if you ask me." 
 
      
 
    "But the elves were really pissed off at us for killing a dungeon of creatures before." Mendelen pointed out. 
 
      
 
    Pex shrugged. "I am not sure why, maybe it was the context? We do it all the time and so do they. It is a good source of money, but it's pretty 'd have to ask them personally why they got mad over it. I mean, if you were killing the creatures outside dungeons, then yeah they don't like that unless you have to do it. But the ones in dungeons, they kill those all the time." 
 
      
 
    Estellese looked up at the others. "Well, adventuring, world exploring, and dungeon hunting?" She asked. To which everyone nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    "Sounds good to me. But first," Kaden started "Let's take a few weeks off. Since we got here, it's been non-stop training, fighting to survive, battles, and stress. We deserve a break before we set out again, and for once we are in no rush to leave." 
 
      
 
    Everyone laughed lightly "Heck yes, couldn't agree more" Mendelen replied. "Anyone have anything else to add?" He asked. When nobody answered he continued talking "Well, I'm heading off to explore the city and see what they got here." 
 
      
 
    "I'm teleporting to the battlefield to scavenge for weapons. Then I'm selling them and teleporting to the elven city to buy that huge scythe I wanted." Kaden replied. "I should be back by this evening, the portals will make traveling much quicker." 
 
      
 
    "Can you open them that far away?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, yes and no." Kaden answered. "It's hard for me to place them exactly where I need them if it isn't within my line of sight, and the further away the less accurate I am. But with practice I probably could. For now I'm just gonna take it in small steps, I'll just have to step through a few portals to get there and back instead of one." 
 
      
 
    "Estell, you can come see your room and get it organized the way you like it. And we should get you some more clothes so you're not stuck wearing the same ones every day." Pex spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "That sounds good to me." Estellese replied, "See you guys around." She added as her and Pex flew off. 
 
      
 
    "See you around." Mendelen turned and walked away. 
 
      
 
    "You got plans?" Kaden asked Zanath. 
 
      
 
    "Sleep." Zanath replied. "I haven't slept well in weeks, looking forward to just crashing and getting some much needed rest. I'll figure out what to do after that when I get there." 
 
      
 
    "You think there will ever be a way to get back to the real world?" Kaden asked. 
 
      
 
    "Weird question. I don't know." Zanath replied. "If we got in here, theoretically there should be a way to reverse the process and get back out. I have not given up on looking for a way out if that's what you mean, but I think it might be something we need to discover in a lab. I don't think we will find any exit waiting for us within the world, we will need to research and build our own way out." He sighed. "But then the question becomes, if we finally find a way to get out, by the time we figure it out and make it, will we want to leave? It could take years and by then, without a doubt this life will have become as real to us as our previous life was. This world will be just as real to us as our old one was, and same with the relationships we forged in this world. I know I would still want to leave, but I can't say the same for the rest of you." 
 
      
 
    Kaden nodded "I agree, if it took that long, I don't know if I'd want to leave. I can see that happening to all of us, even you. Well if you ever need help figuring things out, let me know. Sometimes you just need an insane person to look at your experiments to see something you didn't see." 
 
      
 
    Zanath chuckled and shook his head "I'll keep that in mind." 
 
      
 
    "Good luck." Kaden replied. As he spoke a portal opened beside him and he walked through it, the portal disappeared as soon as Kaden was on the other side. 
 
      
 
    And Zanath finally went to bed. 
 
      
 
    They never saw Thomas, Rex, or Inami again after that day, despite searching all over for them. Estellese moved in with Pex and began living with her, they became close friends and Pex even began referring to Estellese as her "alien sister" due to the similarities they shared. The guys went out to explore the world and Estellese spent a great deal of time traveling with the guys and going on adventures with them, but also lived in the fairy city studying magic with Pex, her time was almost evenly split between the two. 
 
      
 
    Months passed, and in time they inevitably began to go their separate ways. Estellese became more focused on her magic studies. Zanath and Mendelen both got small homes in the Elwood village with the elves, and Kaden continued avoiding towns which resulted in him remaining alone out in the wilderness when everyone else had gone home. 
 
      
 
    Zanath got involved in helping teach the elves as much about modern technology as he could, and he also spent a lot of time in his makeshift lab, looking for a way out and also experimenting with different technologies. While Mendelen, like Kaden, began wandering the world on his own from time to time. They all still got together for new adventures and to explore dungeons when they found them, and they frequently visited each other, but it wasn't as much as it was when they started out, they spent a lot of time focused on their own lives, without the others now. But, that was to be expected, they no longer needed each other to survive, and they now had to figure out how to make their new lives in this world normal and fulfilling. Despite the distance, they remained very close friends. 
 
      
 
    The alphas were still rapidly growing more powerful with each day but they realized that the stronger they got, the slower they gained more power. It became clear that there would be a limit to how powerful they would become, they weren't going to get much tougher than the elves or fairies. While their initial powers came quickly, within weeks, it took months for their power to double and leave them as strong as the average elven/fairy soldier, and it slowed down even further from there. It was a year and a half before they felt like they had peaked at their maximum potential, they were still growing stronger but at such a slow rate it no longer really mattered. Despite this, they still gained power faster than the elves or fairies, who would've taken ten years of training to reach what the Alphas did in a year and a half. Each of the Alphas grew stronger in areas that they focused the most on throughout their new lives. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen became significantly stronger and faster due to his time traveling and fighting, and while he never mastered an element he did make a trip to Altia and worked closely with the fairies to create a few spells that were unique to him. 
 
      
 
    Zanath gained superhuman speed and even better accuracy with ranged weapons. But that wasn't all, he became much more intelligent due to all the time he spent in his lab and helping the elves. The one thing that never slowed down was how fast he could learn new material, he was learning new things at an incredibly fast rate. Zanath didn't just help the elves gain modern technology, he surpassed modern technology. However, his new inventions were things he kept to himself, they were prototypes and not ready to be used by the general public, but his inventions were quickly making modern technology look old. 
 
      
 
    Estellese primarily focused on studying her magic, in time she mastered the fire and earth elements, and also learned a small arsenal of other elemental spells, just quick spells she could use in a pinch. She otherwise became more physically durable, a little stronger and a little faster over time, but her physical improvements were nothing compared to her newfound magical skills. 
 
      
 
    Kaden bought himself the massive scythe he had wanted, and he also bought himself some intimidating looking black armor. In time he became superhumanly fast and strong, and he learned a few minor spells. Kaden never stopped exploring the world, never stopped battling monsters, never stopped fighting for survival in the wilderness, even after everyone else found a home and settled down. He became more knowledgeable of the world and his portals became more and more accurate with each passing day. 
 
      
 
    It was a little over two years after that battle with the abyssal demon, when Estellese received a message from Kaden. Kaden was not the type of person to stay in contact, or send many messages, so when she received a message titled "We have a problem. -Kaden" she opened it immediately. 
 
      
 
    "I need you guys to give me your coordinates immediately so I can open a portal for you to come here. We have a major problem in the Emory forest, and I need you guys here ASAP to figure out what we are going to do. -Kaden" 
 
      
 
    "Pex, I need to step out for a minute. I'm going to the Emory forest." Estellese said as she passed Pex in the hall. 
 
      
 
    "That's a bit far, why are you going there?" Pex asked. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden says something is wrong, and says he needs us. He is bringing us all there via portal so it should be a quick trip." Estellese answered. 
 
      
 
    "I would come with you, but I gotta get to the library. Job won't do itself. Please be safe sis." Pex replied. "Plus I'm no good at fighting anyways, so I'd probably just hold you guys back again." 
 
      
 
    "I will be safe, no worries. And if you ever want to come with us again you can, it never hurts to have another magic user." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    Pex shook her head. "Last time I came to a dungeon I just got in the way, made you guys worry, and didn't really do much. I do not belong on the battlefield, and honestly I'm not really interested in learning, fighting just isn't my thing. I'll stick to my library. But thanks, if you're ever just exploring I might come along." 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded "Alright, well have fun. I don't know when I'll be back, but it shouldn't be more than a day or two. As usual." She left the house and messaged Kaden. It wasn't long before a portal opened in front of her and she stepped through it. 
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    Estellese stepped out of the portal to find herself in the Emory forest again. The area looked familiar, this was the same clearing they had tried to camp in back at the beginning of their journey. Why did Kaden bring her here? 
 
      
 
    "Hey Estell, how are things going?" Mendelen greeted. Zanath and Kaden were not far behind him and they both looked very concerned. 
 
      
 
    "Well, things were going pretty good until I got this message, what's going on?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen lowered his head and stepped aside to let her see what Kaden had found. There were four corpses on the ground in the clearing ahead of them, covered in stab and slash wounds. It was a startling reminder of what almost happened to their own group back when they ran into the werewolves here. 
 
      
 
    Estellese gasped and covered her mouth in shock "Those are… Humans… Why are there humans here?" 
 
      
 
    "I asked myself the same question." Kaden spoke up. "So I looked around the area to see if there was any survivors, and well, Jess." He said as he gestured to his friends. 
 
      
 
    A short, younger woman with long brown hair and sharp blue eyes stepped out from behind Kaden and walked into the middle of the group. She looked to be about twenty-one wore a black hoodie with a yellow blouse underneath and wore black leggings that were a little torn up. She had headphones around her neck that were quietly playing soothing music, but she was shaking like a leaf. She looked terrified, and it was unclear whether she was more afraid of whatever had killed the other humans nearby her; or the tall man wearing spiky black armor and wielding a giant scythe. Kaden had an odd choice of attire, it made him look intimidating and that was not helping. 
 
      
 
    "Jess, right?" Mendelen asked, and when he got a nod he began talking "Where did you come from?" 
 
      
 
    "Erm, the United States?" Jess answered. 
 
      
 
    "No, I mean how did you get into this forest?" Mendelen rephrased. 
 
      
 
    "My boyfriend and I were trying to get into this new game called Immersion. We got invited to a beta test. We went into the pods, and suddenly now I'm here. It was supposed to be a game, but this is NOT a game and I can't get back to my home and I don't know where my boyfriend is. When I appeared in the forest he wasn't here, the only thing near me was a bunch of skeletons, and not the dead kind." Jess explained, speaking so fast she was tripping over her words. 
 
      
 
    "Relax." Estellese said softly. "This is Immersion, but you are right, it isn't a game. We need to bring you back to town and figure out what is going on. You trust us?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't have much choice, do I?" Jess pointed out. "I most definitely do not want to stay in the forest, and while the reaper over here is kinda freaking me out I think my best bet for safety is with you guys." She said, gesturing to Kaden when she mentioned the reaper. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, just 'cause I got a scythe doesn't mean I'm the reaper" Kaden countered. "To the fairy city or the elven village?" 
 
      
 
    "Fairy city, we can go to the library. Pex might be of some help." Estellese answered. 
 
      
 
    "Quick question." Zanath asked. "Jess, how many people were with you?" 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean? I came here with just me and my boyfriend." Jess answered. 
 
      
 
    "No, I mean were there other beta testers in the room. Clearly there were a few others, since these guys are dead. We need to know how many beta testers might be out there so we can work on saving them all." Zanath explained. 
 
      
 
    "Oh! There were a couple hundred in the facility with us." Jess replied. "But, there was more than one facility. If I remember correctly, they said a few thousand people won tickets to the beta tests right before we went in. I'd assume most of them showed up." 
 
      
 
    "A few thousand!? Thousand?" Estellese nearly shouted in disbelief. "How do we protect that many people? Is the game even safe yet?" 
 
      
 
    "Portal's open" Kaden stated. "Let's stop shouting in the dangerous woods and get to the city before the little girl gets mauled. We'll figure it out there." 
 
      
 
    "It's the Emory Forest, it isn't that dangerous. At least, not during the day." Estellese countered. 
 
      
 
    "Really dude?" Jess spoke up. "You guys don't sound that much older then me, you gotta be in your mid twenties. Where do you get off calling me a little girl?" 
 
      
 
    "Bingo" Kaden replied. "Doesn't change a thing though." 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry Jess, Kaden is just a dumbass." Estellese replied as she walked through the portal. 
 
      
 
    "Bingo again. You guys are on a roll today." Kaden laughed as he and everyone else followed her through the portal. 
 
      
 
    Once they went through the portal they began the short walk to the fairy city. By now the Alphas had gotten so used to the shrinking spell on the city that they barely noticed it, but Jess noticed after a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    When the grass was suddenly up to her hips she stopped and looked around. "What the hell is going on? Are we shrinking?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes." Estellese replied. "The fairies don't want us squishing their city so they put a shrinking spell around it. The closer you get, the smaller you become until you are fairy-sized. Don't worry you'll be fine. You will return to normal when you leave, I live here. Don't let the wings fool you, I'm not a fairy, just a human with fairy wings." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know if I want to go in there. This is really weird." Jess said unsurely. 
 
      
 
    "I can put ya back in the forest with the wolves. Or better yet, leave you here with the giant fire monsters." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, okay, I'm coming." Jess quickly sped up to catch up with everyone else. Once they arrived at the city Jess, like most people, was astonished by the floating city, the gems, and the bright colors reflecting off the gems all over the city. It was beautiful. The Alphas had seen it a thousand times and just kept walking but Jess was stunned and stopped for a moment, before realizing she was getting left behind and running to catch up with the others. 
 
      
 
    The library wasn't too far from the entrance, once they reached the rope Estellese turned to the others. "I'm just going to fly up and warn Pex that we are coming. Meet you guys inside." She said before unfolding her wings and taking flight. 
 
      
 
    "See you guys at the top." Zanath added as he began fiddling with his boots. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    Zanath said nothing, he just jumped into the air and did a backflip. As he was mid-flip and upside down, his boots made an odd sound and suddenly he zipped up into the air. He landed on the underside of the floating library, where he stood upside down on the bottom of the building. Once there, he began walking across the underside of the building, walking right over the edge where he was able to step onto the wall of the building, and from the wall he walked right through the door in complete defiance of gravity. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen was shocked as he watched. "Well, that's new." He thought out loud. "Anyways, let's get climbing." 
 
      
 
    Jess looked up at the rope connecting the ground to the floating library. "You serious? That's really high up. I don't think I can climb that high." 
 
      
 
    "Well you have to." Kaden stated. "Better to get used to it and start getting into shape now. Because it very well might save your life later." 
 
      
 
    "No need Kaden." Mendelen interjected. "I can probably just carry her up." 
 
      
 
    "And I could just make a portal to get her up there. I can open portals in the city as long as we are already in the city. But that isn't the point. If she doesn't get used to extreme physical exertion, get in shape, and get ready to survive now, she will never survive later." Kaden stated. "If she is like we were when we first joined, she'll grow stronger incredibly fast as long as she works at it like we did. So start working on it immediately and get climbing." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden there's no need, she is safe with us. It is a pretty long climb." Mendelen replied. "Jess you want to climb up or you want to be carried?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "I'd prefer to just take a portal up." Jess answered. 
 
      
 
    "Not happening." Kaden countered. "You need to start training for this world." 
 
      
 
    "Then carry me up?" Jess asked as she turned to Mendelen. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah no problem, get on my back." Mendelen replied as he crouched down and turned his back to her. Jess got onto his back and held on, wrapping her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck. Then Mendelen began climbing up. 
 
      
 
    "Don't come crying to me when she dies because you babied her and prevented her from becoming strong enough to survive in this world." Kaden stated as he opened a portal beside himself and walked through. The portal closed behind him. 
 
      
 
    "Is he always that big of an asshole?" Jess asked. "I mean, his choice of attire is pretty telling. He looks like some sort of evil villain with that spiky black armor and the scythe, and only an asshole would dress like that. But it's like he has no compassion at all." 
 
      
 
    "He means well." Mendelen replied. "He's just not the most social, or intelligent in the group. I wouldn't worry much about what he says. Just follow the lead of Estellese and I and you'll be fine, we know more than he does about how to survive in this world and all. And send any technical questions to Zanath, he's our tech support" 
 
      
 
    Jess nodded "Noted. So is Estellese the leader of the group?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Er, no. I am." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "Oh. She seems to be more in charge." Jess thought out loud. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, she is the take charge type of person. She very easily could be the leader, but seems like she prefers not to. Whenever a leader is needed, I'm the one who steps up." Mendelen replied. "But if I'm ever not around, follow her lead. Me and Estell see eye to eye, the other two don't. Especially Kaden, I don't know what goes through his head, but it isn't right. Don't trust him." 
 
      
 
    Jess nodded "I can see that." 
 
      
 
    "You didn't hear any of that from me though." Mendelen stated. "Especially the parts about Kaden. I don't trust him and want to keep an eye on him, and I can't do that if he doesn't trust me." 
 
      
 
    "That's kinda manipulative." Jess commented. 
 
      
 
    They were nearing the top of the rope, and Mendelen stopped climbing to finish the conversation. "We all have gained a lot of power, more power than any normal human would ever dream of getting. You saw it at the bottom of this rope, the power is going to his head. He thinks that just because he's powerful he can boss everyone around. He is NOT the leader of this group, and should not be making these calls." He stated. "And he shouldn't be abusing his power like this." He added. 
 
      
 
    "You have a point." Jess thought out loud. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen continued speaking before she could say any more, and resumed climbing the last couple feet of the rope. "If he's going to abuse his powers like this, and treat those weaker then him like he treated you, then we need to keep a close watch on him. Who knows what else he will do, he's unstable and can't be trusted." 
 
      
 
    "He's right ya know." Kaden spoke up as he reached down from the platform, offering a hand to help pull them up. "You never know when I'll stab ya in the back. I am an evil genius after all, said it from the start." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen froze for a moment. "You waited at the top for us?" 
 
      
 
    "You will need help getting her onto the platform. And when haven't I been here to help?" Kaden replied in a sharp tone. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden, you know I am only looking out for your best interest." Mendelen stated as he took Kaden's hand. 
 
      
 
    Kaden pulled Mendelen and Jess up onto the platform the library was on. "Of course." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden." Mendelen stated. "As your friend it is my job to rein you in when you're treading too far, and your life choices are putting you in danger. You're only going to make enemies, of both humans and the other races, if you continue acting like this. Making so many enemies, and not making any new friends, is only going to get you killed. You're already on Princess Alicia's bad side, and the fairy queen doesn't like you much either. They won't help you if you need help, and we won't always be able to save you. By reining-in your behavior, I am protecting you." 
 
      
 
    "Who says I need to be saved or protected?" Kaden questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Someday you will." Mendelen stated. "Everyone has a day when they need help, and if you have no friends and only enemies on that day, you're dead. You need to behave, stop acting out of line, so when that day comes you have the backup you need to survive. Estellese and I know what we are doing, just follow our lead." 
 
      
 
    "But." Kaden started. "Do you really know what you are doing? You can't hide behind a shield your entire life, something will someday break your shield. No defense is unbreachable. You need to slay your opponents, you need to attack. Same applies to these new players. They can't hide in safety their entire lives, they need to train and fight because some day their lives will depend on it. We can't protect them all. We need to inform them of the danger they are in, give them the tools and information they need to survive, then kick them out of the nest and let them fend for themselves." 
 
      
 
    "A lot of people will die if we did that Kaden." Mendelen stated sharply. 
 
      
 
    "A lot of people are going to die doing it your way too." Kaden stated. "They will just die later on, rather than sooner. They must learn to fight and survive, they need to learn how unforgiving this world is if they want to survive. Defense alone won't save them." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden, you can't live your entire life on the attack, that leads to a life of violence which is morally wrong. And that's not even considering the idea that you want to do nothing to help these people survive." Mendelen argued. 
 
      
 
    "I never said do nothing. I said don't baby them, don't make it too easy for them. If they don't struggle like we did they will shatter and die as soon as things begin falling apart. And we know things will eventually fall apart again. The demons could come back, something even worse could come along, who knows?" Kaden argued. "Every elf in the elven village can fight, so can every fairy here. The civilians can't fight well, but they can fight. Lillith kicked our asses, four against one, when we first met her and she was just a civilian. That is because the elves and fairies do not baby their civilians, they force everyone to learn at least a little combat. We must do the same if we want these new beta testers to survive, even if it means letting some of them die." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "Are you listening to yourself? You're suggesting that it's a good idea to just let people die. That is sociopathic at best. The players will never need to protect themselves as long as they are under our protection, and the protection of a city or village of some sort. Estellese and I will build our own cities if we need to, to ensure that the civilians are safe. So you are wrong, they can live a normal life here without learning to fight. While the ones who do want to learn to fight, can do so in the safety of town first where they won't die trying to learn. Then they can venture out as they wish. We know how to handle this better than you do, just follow our lead." 
 
      
 
    "But life is never that simple." Kaden stated. "And you don't know what you're doing. Doing it your way, giving them a false sense of security, will kill far more people than doing it my way." He added as he turned and walked into the library. 
 
      
 
    "It isn't a false sense of security when they are actually safe and secure." Mendelen countered, speaking a little louder so Kaden could hear as he walked away. Mendelen then turned to Jess "You see what I mean? His way of thinking is dangerous. You can't trust him" 
 
      
 
    Jess, however, was gone. 
 
      
 
    Inside the library Estellese and Zanath were sitting across from eachother at a table on the first floor. 
 
      
 
    Jess took a seat beside Estellese, she was distracted by the fairies that were flying and walking around. Surprisingly the library didn't have any books too high off the ground for normal people to reach, however the building was very tall and they only had a small staircase for non-winged people to get up to the higher floors. While there was a large gap in the center of the building for fairies to easily fly up and down. 
 
      
 
    "Where are the guys?" Estellese asked, she was a little confused by Jess coming in alone. 
 
      
 
    "Being all macho and fighting over who's the better leader and who's got better morals or survival skills or something. I dunno." Jess replied. 
 
      
 
    "Being men, basically?" Estellese laughed. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, pretty much. Wasn't interested so I came in to find you." Jess shrugged. "Pretty girl shows up and of course they have to fight over who the alpha of the group is. But I already know it's you." 
 
      
 
    "For the record." Kaden started as he walked past. "I dislike egotistical people so I have no interest in you. You are irrelevant in this argument." He stated as he took a seat beside Zanath and took his helmet off. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen walked over just a second after Kaden and quickly sat down at the head of the table. "So Jess, tell us everything you know about the beta tests." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know much, so I'm not sure what you guys are hoping to get from me." Jess replied. "I know they said there was a few thousand people picked for the beta tests. I don't know anything about games so I have no idea if that's a lot or not. My boyfriend and I got separated in the crowd, there was a lot of people in the building, so I figured we'd find each other in the game. I went into the pod and it felt like I passed out. But I didn't, next second I was standing in a forest with a few skeletons that had swords and they were trying to kill me." Jess told her story. 
 
      
 
    She paused for a moment to catch her breath, then continued. "I, of course, ran away from the skeletons because they scared the crap out of me and it all looked too real. That's when I found the other players, some of which I recognized from the crowd at the beta test. They were already fighting a few skeletons and were losing pretty badly. They were screaming in pain when the swords and maces struck them, so I ran up a tree. Unintentionally, the two skeletons chasing me lost track of me and found the group, and you all saw how that turned out. They were focused on their own fight and didn't know they were about to be attacked by more. With the reinforcements attacking from behind, the group was overwhelmed by the skeletons and died. I hid in the tree for several hours, I saw at least two other groups pass by, then your reaper friend showed up to look at the bodies and he almost immediately looked up into the trees and spotted me. I tried to jump down and run, but as I was running a portal opened right in front of me and before I could stop I ran right through it and crashed into him. At which time he grabbed me, and we talked. Then you guys came shortly after" 
 
      
 
    "You didn't tell the group that more skeletons were coming?" Zanath questioned. 
 
      
 
    "If I shouted to the group the skeletons would have found me." Jess countered. "I was scared and confused, I panicked, and I didn't know they'd really die. It isn't my fault." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "We faced our own skeletons when we first got here, so I know how it feels, it wasn't your fault." He could tell by the look on Kaden's face that kadin disagreed, but he decided not to comment this time. "So we need a plan for rounding up all the newer players. Do we have any ideas?" 
 
      
 
    "I spoke to Pex already and she is going to go ask the local carpenters for assistance." Estellese started. "There is not enough room in this city, or the elven city for that many humans. But Pex said she may be able to convince the local carpenters to help us start our own settlement, and we can pay them back later." 
 
      
 
    "Can she just leave her job like that?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "No. But the guy running the library knows me, I've helped out here from time to time. Pex explained what is going on to him and he is allowing me to fill in for her until she gets back, just because it's an emergency. The other fairies working here have it covered for now, but if they need help I'll need to step away to assist them." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, so if that works out we can make our own town? Won't that take a long time?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, just a few weeks." Estellese answered. "Remember, magic exists. If we get some wood, earth, and metal mages the bulk of the work can be done pretty quickly with just magic. That's what these carpenters specialize in. The question is, where do we put the new town?" 
 
      
 
    "In the mountains." Kaden replied. "The strongest natural shelter we will get." 
 
      
 
    "But the mountains will make it difficult to traverse the area, and stronger monsters live up there. People won't want to live there." Mendelen pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Exactly. They won't stay longer then they need to." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "No, we want them to stay Kaden." Mendelen insisted. "I think a good and defensible position would be the valley. That little area in between the snowy mountains and the regular mountains." 
 
      
 
    "The big, open grassy area on the other side of the emory forest?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Mendelen said. "Mountains to the north and south, lake to the east with more mountains on the other side of the lake, and the forest to the west. We'd be covered to some degree on all sides." 
 
      
 
    "But isn't the emory forest where we nearly got mauled by werewolves?" Zanath pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah but we can handle them. Just put a wall up and it'll keep them out. When they are feral they don't have the intelligence to get around a wall." Mendelen replied. "The problem is gathering everyone to our new city." 
 
      
 
    "Why not use magic to make a giant beacon of light, and shout through some sort of magic megaphone to tell everyone to go towards the light." Kaden suggested. 
 
      
 
    "But that would draw all sorts of monsters to us, not just the players. We don't want to lure both the betas and monsters to the same location. They'd die." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "But I thought you said we could protect them." Kaden sarcastically remarked as he leaned back in his chair. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden, now is not the time to be taking jabs." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "Made my point, I'm done." Kaden replied. "There's a few important things to do, I'll go send everyone I can find your way." He stated as he got up, opened a portal beside himself, and walked through it. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden! Where are you going?" Estellese called out. But he did not answer and shut the portal behind himself. 
 
      
 
    "His portals would have been useful, but at this point I don't think he would have helped much anyways." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    Jess was just awkwardly sitting there, she didn't really have anything to contribute and felt like she was sitting at the table with a friend's dysfunctional family. She didn't want to offend them, but she felt uncomfortable here. 
 
      
 
    "I wouldn't say that" Zanath replied. "He's never not helped us before, he just has his own way of doing it. Which is probably where he went." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah but it's his way of doing it that I'm afraid of." Mendelen answered. "The best we can do for now is to get the fairies to start working on the city, then split up and find as many as we can by searching for them on foot." He explained. "The ones who are strong and armed enough to handle themselves, tell them how to find our city and point them in the right direction and also let them know which places are dangerous. The ones who can't protect themselves, escort back to the city." 
 
      
 
    "I have a lot of crystals, so I'm going to buy as many signet rings as I can." Estellese added. "Pass them out to as many travelers as you can find. It's a significant power boost if they get one, and they are pretty cheap. Best use of money for equipment if you ask me." 
 
      
 
    "That's a good idea, we should all do the same" Mendelen replied 
 
      
 
    "I have no money to spare, I'm using what I have for experiments to try and figure out how to get out of here." Zanath stated. 
 
      
 
    "But these signet rings could save a few lives." Estellese insisted. 
 
      
 
    "And getting everyone back to our own world will save a lot more than just a few lives." Zanath argued. 
 
      
 
    "But that can wait, these people need to be saved now." Estellese suggested. 
 
      
 
    "The ones I find will be safe with me. They do not need the rings." Zanath answered. 
 
      
 
    "Just let it go Estellese, not everyone is as humble as we are." Mendelen stated. When he got a glare from Zanath he quickly corrected himself. "You misunderstand, that isn't a bad thing. I'm saying you're more like a normal person and we are abnormally humble. That makes us weird and different from the average person." 
 
      
 
    "But, that still implies you think you're better than the average person." Zanath pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Well, it isn't a bad thing to be extra humble." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    Estellese shook her head. "I don't see myself that way. I admit, I do see myself as more humble than the average person, but that's because I'm just emotional and can't stand to see others hurt. And I can admit to that, my emotions get the better of me more then they should. That doesn't make me a better person, we are all helping in our own ways. Just going to search for them, despite the dangers of this world, is pretty damn humble so there's really no need to argue over these minor details guys. Our group is fighting enough as is." 
 
      
 
    "Since when are you the voice of reason?" Zanath bitterly snapped back, but as soon as the words left his mouth he cringed. "I'm sorry, I should not have said that. That was wrong. All this conflict within our own group has just gotten me agitated, I'm going to step out and cool off." 
 
      
 
    Estellese's temper flared as soon as the words left his mouth, she sat up straighter, her hands came up onto the table and she shot him a glare. She had been about to speak when he apologized, and she instead took a deep breath to calm herself down. "It's okay, it isn't like I haven't said things I shouldn't have out of anger before." She said as she watched him leave. 
 
      
 
    "Well," Mendelen started. "Our plan is set then, once Pex returns we should go speak with the carpenters, then we need to inform the fairy queen and Alicia about what's going on and ask them to help us round up the betas. Right? Anything else to add?" 
 
      
 
    Estellese shook her head, "No, now we just wait for Pex. She should be back any moment now." 
 
      
 
    It was just a few minutes later that Pex returned with the information from the carpenters. Once she was back and able to resume her job, Estellese, Jess, and Mendelen went out to buy the signet rings and speak to the carpenters about what specifically they needed. Once they were finished, and the carpenter fairies were heading out to meet them at the building site, they met up with Zanath, then they went to meet with Sybil. Jess did not climb the rope to the castle, and instead chose to just wait for them on the ground. 
 
      
 
    "So why are we going to the castle?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 "We're just going to ask the fairies and elves to assist us in our search for the beta testers. With more people searching we can save more of the players." Mendelen answered, 
 
      
 
    They were granted entrance by the guards and walked into the castle, where they were surprised to find Sybil in the hallways talking to a familiar voice. 
 
      
 
    "But can we believe him?" Sybil asked. "Have your scouts reported finding anyone?" 
 
      
 
    "It is not a matter of believing him or not, my scouts found other humans before he even came to say anything." Alicia answered. "It is a matter of figuring out what the right thing to do is. Do we take his advice? Adamus thinks we should, and as much as I dislike Kaden, I am inclined to agree with him and Adamus on this one." 
 
      
 
    "It is a difficult call to make. My immediate reaction is to send out the search and rescue parties to save as many humans as I can. They did help us greatly. But we do not have space for these humans, and if what Kaden said is true... Maybe we should take his advice. I just, feel like it is an immoral thing to do." 
 
      
 
    "Um." Mendelen started as he turned into the hallway and approached them. With Estellese and Zanath following a few feet behind him. "I am sorry for interrupting, and overhearing this, but what is going on?" 
 
      
 
    "We both just spoke with Kaden. Did you not send him?" Alicia asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, he is acting on his own. As usual. What did he talk to you for?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden came to us to inform us that a few thousand humans have been transported to this world." Sybil started. "He informed us that they, like you guys, will not know this is a real world and will not know we are real living creatures." 
 
      
 
    Alicia's spirit nodded as Sybil spoke, then filled in the details she left out. "Basically, he told us that this is a human problem and we should not get involved. That we should close off our cities and borders, not allow any humans in, and stay away from the new humans. He said they were dangerous and should be treated as if they are hostile until the rest of you humans can get things under control." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head and Estellese looked pissed. "No, I'm the leader and he does not speak for us. We need both of you to help us round up the humans. They are not equipped to survive out there, it was pure luck that we survived as long as we did. We are setting up a city of our own, I will give you the coordinates. We need you to help us search for the humans, and protect them until we can get things under control ourselves." 
 
      
 
    "Is it not true that these humans do not believe this world, or those of us in it, are real?" Alicia stated. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, unfortunately it is." Mendelen admitted. "If they were sent here the same way we were. But we still need help finding and protecting them until we get our own city." 
 
      
 
    "Then, and I can't believe I am saying this, but I am going to have to agree with Kaden." Alicia stated. "I can not speak for Sybil, but if these humans really do not know this world is real I will not have them anywhere near my village. If they don't believe we elves are real, they will have no qualms with killing us, hurting us, or stealing from us. I do not even want to think of what else they might do if they don't think we are real and we let them near our civilians. And I am not saying all humans are bad, I have seen that some humans can be good, but when you do not believe someone is real you have no inhibitions and are prone to doing anything you want to them. Even a good person can be driven to do terrible things to someone if they believe that person isn't real, nevermind the bad people. I have a duty to protect my people, so I'm sorry but you do not have our assistance in this." 
 
      
 
    Alicia paused for a moment. "My city will be closed off to the humans. But I will tell the elves who are able to fight about the humans. I will let them know that humans can be dangerous and might be hostile, and I will explain why. After that, any elves who still want to help, may go help, but they will be doing so voluntarily and I do not expect there to be many who are willing. I will have my soldiers patrolling the Ancient Woods around our village, they will direct any non-hostile humans towards your new city. And I personally will spend some time in spirit form finding and directing other humans to your city as well. But I will not be going in person so I can't do anything more then point them in the right direction. I will not allow humans in the village beyond the few who are already here and behaving, they may stay but nobody else may enter the village. We already had two instances this morning of humans entering people's houses unannounced and just breaking things, mainly people's pottery and boxes for no reason. We had to throw them out with a military escort." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen tensed and took a deep breath, that was not what he wanted to hear. "Understood." He replied, then he turned to Sybil. 
 
      
 
    "I am going to have to agree with Alicia." Sybil said. "And I am sorry, but I can't have anyone threatening my people either. Since we are on a collection of islands, I will send a few soldiers out to scout the islands and bring humans back here. But they can't stay here. They will be permitted to stay on the ground beneath our city, where they will be safe, but all access to the city will be cut off. I will be pulling up the ropes connecting the ground to the floating buildings, and telling the low floating buildings to raise up higher until this is resolved. We won't be searching the mainland, just our islands." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." Mendelen replied, a little begrudgingly. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you for everything you can do." Estellese genuinely replied. "We appreciate any help we can get and will set the rest of the humans straight as quickly as possible." 
 
      
 
    "It is the best we can do Mendelen." Sybil stated sharply. "Thank you for understanding Estell." 
 
      
 
    "If Kaden will stop being an asshole, we will probably have him teleport all the humans you find to the mainland as soon as we can. Otherwise, we will need a boat later." Estellese replied. "But thank you." 
 
      
 
    With the conversation over, Alicia's spirit disappeared and Sybil resumed walking down the hallways towards the main room where the council was. 
 
      
 
    "So how do we get back to the mainland?" Mendelen asked as the group started walking out of the castle. "Do we have any boats? Or do we need to buy one?" 
 
      
 
    "I already messaged Kaden and asked for a portal to be opened in ten minutes outside the city." Zanath replied. 
 
      
 
    "After what he just did, do you really think he's going to give us a portal to the mainland?" Mendelen pointed out. "Without the help of the fairies and elves, a lot of people are going to die. And they are not helping us because of what he said. He just killed a lot of people." 
 
      
 
    "I am not here to argue over what the proper way to do things is. But I do know the portal will be there. Kaden has never turned his back on us before." Zanath answered simply. 
 
      
 
    "He just did. Did you miss that?" Mendelen retorted. 
 
      
 
    "You and I do not see things eye to eye either Mendelen." Zanath stated. "I just don't say much about it. While I do not agree with what Kaden did either, I am at least capable of seeing that he just saved our alliances. What will kill more people? Lying to our allies and jeopardizing our alliances, or leaving all those beta testers without help? I don't know, and frankly, I don't care which is worse. I give credit where credit is due, and I do whatever I personally think is best. We all know you get credit for trying to save people, but you're overlooking the fact that Kaden is saving people in the long run by protecting our portal will be there." 
 
      
 
    "I would never lie to our allies." Mendelen argued. 
 
      
 
    "But you weren't going to tell them the humans don't think this world is real. Nor were you going to tell them the humans might be dangerous." Zanath replied. "And don't say you were going to tell them, because if you planned on it, it wouldn't bother you that Kaden told them first. It would seem he also knew you weren't going to tell them." 
 
      
 
    "That's not the type of person I am." Mendelen stated. "Let's forget this and just go see if he opens the portal. No harm in at least checking even if I know he won't." 
 
      
 
    Jess rejoined the group once they were back on the ground again. They walked out of the city and went to where Zanath said the portal was going to open. Ten minutes passed, and the portal opened just as Zanath said it would. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not going with you guys for this one. This portal leads to where you're trying to build the city, I asked Kaden to open me a second one leading to the desert so I can begin searching for the betas. I'm not really needed to build the city or speak to the carpenters so I might as well start searching. And anyone in the desert needs to be rescued quickly." Zanath explained. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you Zanath, good luck." Estellese said as she stepped through the portal. Jess followed right behind her. 
 
      
 
    "Good luck. If you need us you know how to reach us." Mendelen said as he too walked through the portal. 
 
      
 
    Shortly after they went through, that portal closed and a new one opened. Zanath stepped through the new one. 
 
      
 
    - Next Chapter: Search and Rescue - 
 
      
 
    (There is a second story, separate from this one that follows a group of Beta testers. I will be writing this story alongside this one (The events in that story are starting right now in this story's timeline, just in a different location with a different group). So, I leave it up to the readers if you all want me to post that story as I write it, or wait until this one ends before posting the second one. Let me know what you all prefer) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21: Search and Rescue 
 
      
 
      
 
    - Chapter 21: Search and Rescue - 
 
      
 
    Zanath casually walked across the desert sands, pistols in his hands and an odd device attached to his wrist. He was invisible to all of the creatures around him, but with the desert being filled with so many giant snakes and naga he made a point of not walking too close to any of them. His device didn't mask his scent or his body heat, both of which could easily be traced by those two types of creatures. He knew he wasn't completely undetected. 
 
      
 
    It was as he had expected, he wasn't finding many people out here. He had found several bodies, and a few places where the sand was soaked in blood, which he presumed is where someone died and was dragged off by one of the desert creatures, or eaten, probably both. 
 
      
 
    As he walked through the sands, he eventually spotted a flashing light in the distance. The sun was reflecting off something metal that was moving back and forth. He watched it for a moment and quickly picked up on what it was. Someone was using the flashing light to send out an S.O.S. message, clever. Zanath walked towards the flashing light, as he got closer he noticed that it was coming from the entrance of a cave. As he approached the cave he saw a man standing in front of it, holding up a sword to reflect the sunlight. He was the one sending the message, and he was an odd one at that. This guy clearly was a roleplayer, because he came to this game dressed for the part. He stood about 5' 10" tall and had black hair that was a little long for a man. His bangs were long enough to cover his eyes if they hadn't been swept to one side and the rest of his hair was almost chin-length. He was dressed like a magician, he wore black pants with a long, black coat. A white collared shirt with a red bow tie could be seen peeking out from under the coat, and he also wore a red cape. The cuffs of his white shirt were folded back over the sleeves of his coat, and he of course wore a tall, black magician's hat. 
 
      
 
    Zanath disabled his invisibility cloak and walked towards the man. As soon as the strange man spotted him approaching he waved. When Zanath waved back the man urgently gestured for him to follow and walked into the cave. 
 
      
 
    Zanath watched the man go inside and paused for a moment. He crossed his arms under his tan trench coat, concealing his pistols, before he walked after the man into the cave. It was narrow and small, the entrance was steep and seemed to go deep underground. Zanath wondered why there was no desert creatures living within the cave. As he walked deeper he eventually saw a light at the end of the incline, the flickering light was too bright to be a torch so he assumed it was a campfire. The ground beside the light also had some large bloodstains, and three dead Nagini. Those half human half snake creatures were usually armed with weapons and poisons, they were no easy feat to take down. 
 
      
 
    He cautiously walked down towards the light. Once he reached the bottom of the incline he turned to see where the light was coming from. He was right it was a campfire, but the people sitting around it did not seem happy to see him. There was a few people there who looked disappointed. "They got another one." A man sighed. Noticeably absent from the group, was the magician. 
 
      
 
    Zanath felt the sharp tip of a blade prod his back, gently enough to not harm him but hard enough to let him know there was a sword to his back. "Hands on your head." The man behind him ordered in a calm and casual tone. This clearly was not the first time he did this. 
 
      
 
    Zanath carefully holstered his pistols under his trenchcoat, so they wouldn't see them, and put his hands on his head. Once he did that the man walked around in front of him, it was not the magician but was another human, only an inch shorter then the magician. He had a similar haircut but his was even longer in the back. He wore a blue shirt with black pants and had two extra swords sheathed and attached to his belt. As he moved to the front he kept his blade at Zanath's throat. The man began checking Zanath's pockets, pulling out his potions and crystals. The man didn't seem to know that the crystals are the currency of this world. He then grabbed the strap of Zanath's backpack and tugged on it. 
 
      
 
    "Fix your arm so I can take the backpack." He ordered. 
 
      
 
    Zanath straightened his arm and the man pulled the strap of the backpack off. Then Zanath put his hand back on his head and straightened his other arm so the man could get the other strap. As the man reached out to grab it, Zanath slipped his other hand down and touched the blade of the sword, as soon as he touched it the sword instantly turned into sand and fell apart. The man was shocked to see his sword just suddenly disappear and in that split second Zanath immediately threw a powerful hook into the side of the man's head. The punch knocked the man backwards, but he immediately sprang back onto his feet and grabbed his other two swords. 
 
      
 
    Zanath grabbed his pistols and took a warning shot at the man, forcing him to back up, then he heard something move above him. He clapped his pistols together and they suddenly merged, transforming into a single shotgun. Zanath quickly used the shotgun to block an attack from above. The magician had jumped down from the ceiling and had attempted to slash Zanath as he fell, but the rusty copper sword could not pierce the metal barrel of the gun. 
 
      
 
    "Zadar, left." The magician called out as he himself moved around Zanath's right side. The swordsman followed the instructions and moved around the left side. Zadar's movements were swift and calculated, while the magician was not. Zanath could tell right away that Zadar was by far the better fighter, but the magician was not to be underestimated. 
 
      
 
    But Zanath wasn't an ordinary human anymore. He had been in this world for over two years now, his body had changed, adapted, and grown. As the two tried to flank him he backed up, and with his superhuman speed they had no chance of keeping up with him. These people were not even remotely a threat. Zanath raised his shotgun and pointed it at Zadar, but hesitated, shooting him with a shotgun when he's this close would kill the man without a doubt. Zanath focused and his shotgun transformed again, splitting into two pistols. He immediately shot at Zadar's stomach with his first pistol. 
 
      
 
    Zadar was quick to sidestep the bullet, but as soon as he evaded the first one Zanath fired a second shot at his leg. His other leg was off the ground in mid-step, there was no way he could evade that bullet. Zadar screamed out in pain as the bullet pierced him and he dropped to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Zanath immediately turned on the magician, and in a flash both of his pistols were pointed at the man. The magician hadn't even had the time to get close enough to strike, Zanath was just too fast. 
 
      
 
    "Vincent, give it up. We can't take a guy with a gun." Zadar's voice was laced with pain. 
 
      
 
    The magician stopped, hesitated, then dropped his weapons and held up his hands. "You okay?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, this just hurts like hell." Zadar replied. 
 
      
 
    Vincent turned back to Zanath. "You win dude. But we have nothing of value to you if you have a gun. Just a few swords and potions. We have hostages, you wanna take one of the cute girls? That's the only bargaining chip we got." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not here for your stuff. And you no longer have any hostages, as of this point they are now free." Zanath sighed and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "Can we keep one of the cute girls?" Vincent asked as he handed Zadar a healing potion. 
 
      
 
    "No." Zanath was not amused. "Do you not understand the severity of this situation? This isn't a game, you can really die out here." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, we had a hunch about that the first time we got hurt and couldn't find a way to log out." Zadar answered, he had finished drinking a healing potion and his voice was a little slurred now that his body was numb. "Which is why we didn't harm or kill any of the hostages. Didn't even touch em, well, any more than was needed. We did take all their stuff." 
 
      
 
    "If you knew how dangerous this was, why would you start robbing other players?" Zanath questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Partially for the thrill. Partially as payment for letting them survive in our cave, whether they wanted to or not staying here kept them alive and their items kept us alive. So we are mutually helping each other." Vincent replied. "Would have been a lot easier to get your stuff if we just stabbed you first. And we could have. But we didn't." 
 
      
 
    "How many of these weapons were stolen from the people in this cave?" Zanath asked as he looked at the four swords the two of them held. 
 
      
 
    "None" Vincent answered. "We just took money, credit cards, licences, and potions. We got the weapons from the snake ladies, which we killed on our own." 
 
      
 
    "You fought three nagini and won? While you were unarmed?" Zanath skeptically raised an eyebrow. "Regardless, the weapons will be shared with the other survivors. If there's no counter claim to your story, you will get them back once we escape the desert." 
 
      
 
    "I didn't fail to notice, you said nothing when I mentioned pain and not being able to log out." Vincent stated. "So, our hunch is right?" 
 
      
 
    Zanath nodded "I am Zanath, one of the four Alpha testers of this game. We have been trapped in here for over two years. We can only assume that death within this world will kill you in the real world too. Since there's no way to go back to the real world. While none of us humans have died, we've seen the creatures of this world die and none of them came back. So we assume the same might apply to us." 
 
      
 
    Vincent nodded. "Yeah, once we got in things did not seem right. Had a feeling. So that makes us heroes for saving these people, we getting paid for that?" 
 
      
 
    "Am I getting paid for coming all the way out here to save you?" 
 
      
 
    "Touche. Had to try." Vincent turned to the others in the cave. "You hear all that? If you die here, you're probably dead for real." 
 
      
 
    Zanath turned to the former hostages, who had been keeping quiet. Everyone was taking this surprisingly well. "I will be escorting you all to safety, the other Alpha testers are building a city to protect everyone. I will need everyone's names." However, as soon as he spoke he spotted a familiar face amongst the hostages. The panda girl from before, she had aged over the two years and appeared to be around thirteen now, but otherwise he was sure it was the panda-girl they had met before. But Thomas wasn't with her anymore. 
 
      
 
    Most of them remained quiet, but a tall man with a green jacket and brown pants stood up. He had messy black hair and sharp brown eyes. He looked to be in his mid twenties. "I guess I'll go first, I am Andrew" He started. 
 
      
 
    A tall, older woman with long, braided red hair stood up next. She stood at 5' 10" and had a strong and athletic build. She wore just a simple white shirt with khaki pants and looked to be in her early thirties. "I am Em, and this," She gestured to the other woman who was tending to Inami "is my wife Amanda." 
 
      
 
    Amanda raised a hand to wave in greeting, but was otherwise trying to calm down Inami who seemed to be upset. "We are getting out of here, don't worry." 
 
      
 
    "But green wall scary." Inami countered. "That's what the spider man do, the spider man here! He's make me go away, like he did everyone else." 
 
      
 
    "There is no spider people in the cave, do not worry. We are leaving, right now." Amanda gently spoke to the small girl. "If any spider people come we will beat them up, okay?" 
 
      
 
    "But you can't. Even my mom not stop him. He made her disappear, I no can find her." Inami was visibly shaking. "All I find is this. It feel like her, but it not." She almost cried out as she held out a small ruby in the palm of her hand. The ruby was carved into the shape of a drider. It looked like a spider, but where the spider's head should have been was a man's torso and upper body. Notably, it was missing one of its spider legs. The half human half spider hybrid not only looked creepy, but the expression on its human face looked so real, and so angry. The gem gave off this ominous vibe, it felt like they were in the presence of a very powerful and malicious creature. 
 
      
 
    Zanath recognized the feeling as similar to when they fought the abyssal demon, it too gave off that feeling of immense power and malicious intent when they were near it. But this, was stronger, it was far more malicious, and it was so very angry. He remembered Inami mention that she felt her mother's presence around the abyssal demon, and now she said she felt it in this crystal. It begged the question, if this feeling of immense power and malice is what felt like her mother, and considering Inami had enough raw power by herself to break the demonic rift. Zanath had to wonder, who or what her mother really was. And if he interpreted her speech well enough, it was a drider who killed her mother, just like the one on the ruby she carried. And she said that drider was here, or at least did something to a wall here? Zanath was going over this information over and over again in his mind. 
 
      
 
    "Zanath? Dude? You're spacin man." Vincent called out, snapping Zanath out of his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry." Zanath answered. "Inami, where is the green wall? I want to see it." 
 
      
 
    "You know this girl?" Amanda asked as she stood up and turned to Zanath. She had shoulder-length blonde hair with soft blue eyes. She stood at 5' 4", standing beside Em made her look a lot shorter then she was. She wore an elegant looking purple dress, and was barefoot. However there were heels on the ground beside her which were presumably hers since everyone else was wearing their shoes. 
 
      
 
    "I've met her before, but do not know her." Zanath replied. "We only crossed paths two years ago, didn't talk or anything." 
 
      
 
    Inami pointed deeper into the cave, so Zanath walked down the path to go and check out what she had found. Everyone else stayed behind, they had already seen it. Zanath kept his pistols at the ready as he walked down the wide tunnel, he knew that if what inami said was true, and if his deductive reasoning was correct, that there might be a monster here that would be too powerful for him to take on by himself. But, on the other hand, it hadn't come out to kill the other humans so maybe it was gone? Or maybe she over exaggerated her mother's power? 
 
      
 
    As Zanath walked down the tunnel it eventually opened into a huge cavern. It should have been dark in here, but there was a green light emitting from behind a pile of stones on the other side of the room. Zanath activated his invisibility cloak and cautiously made his way to the other side of the room. It was clear there had been a fight here, there was scratches and blood on the walls, dents and small craters in the walls and ground, stalagmites and stalactites that had clearly been broken by heavy blunt force. And the most outstanding thing he passed on his way to the green light, was a giant spider leg. It was five feet long, and looked like it had been ripped off in a fight. It was red though, which he found odd. Upon closer inspection it looked fresh, like it had just come off mere seconds ago. But that wasn't possible, all the other signs of a fight looked to be years old, and there clearly was not any fighting within the last few minutes or he would have heard it. "Which could only mean the leg had some special property that is preventing it from decaying. Creatures with body parts that do not decay, typically are immortal in one way or another." Zanath thought out loud. 
 
      
 
    He kept walking towards the green light, and when he finally got around the pile of rocks what he saw perplexed him even more. A large section of the wall and floor were just, missing. Where the wall and floor should have been was nothing more than a giant hole, a hole that looked bottomless and to top it all off there were green ones and zeros flying past within the hole. Zanath was perplexed by this not only because there was a giant hole, but also because the green ones and zeros were not a normal game design feature. Clearly, this part of the game world had not loaded, been deleted, or maybe they just forgot to finish the cave, who knew. But the ones and zeros would have had to be deliberately added in as a background for missing or unfinished areas. Come to think of it, he also saw this when Inami destroyed the rift, the rift turning into these ones and zeros before disappearing must have also been deliberately added as part of whatever spell the little girl used. 
 
      
 
    But why? Was it just a reminder that this was a game? In any normal virtual game it would make sense, so people don't get too sucked into the world and forget the real world. But, they can't get back to the real world, so why have this reminder? What of Inami's mother? The drider? The weird gem? Inami herself? Zanath was getting a headache trying to figure it all out, there was just too much going on. He decided to return to the group and just start moving on, he could figure it out later. 
 
      
 
    When he returned to the group Zadar had finished healing and the two con men had handed their extra swords over to Andrew and Em. Everyone was ready to go. 
 
      
 
    "Inami, I checked and the spider man is not there. Where is Thomas?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "I no know. Scary things came, and we got separated in forest. I look for him but no find him." The little panda girl lowered her head and her eyes started to water. "I no good at finding people." 
 
      
 
    "I will send him a message telling him I found you. He's probably worried. Come with us to the city for now." Zanath instructed. He gathered up the rest of the people here and began heading towards where the new town was going to be. He would Keep a lookout for any other survivors on the way back, and would gather as many more as he could on his way back. Zadar and Vincent were made to walk infront of everyone else, so they didn't try to pull anything. 
 
      
 
    Back in the valley, Mendelen and Estellese arrived before the carpenter fairies did. As soon as they arrived they quickly discussed who would search where. On one hand, Estellese's wings made it easier for her to navigate and search the mountains. But it was almost night time, and her magic also made her better at fighting the werewolves in the forest. Mendelen had tailored his abilities to make himself very good at going toe to toe with one incredibly powerful foe, which didn't help here. Whereas Estellese had tailored her skills to be more versatile. 
 
      
 
    Ultimately, Mendelen decided that Estellese's wings wouldn't help as much after finding the survivors, since she'd need to walk with them to protect them anyways. So he went to the mountains, and he sent Estellese to the forest. Jess, not wanting to wait in the valley alone, followed Estellese. 
 
      
 
    With that decided, Estellese and Jess headed off into the forest. The first place she checked was the clearing where they had found the werewolves back in the beginning of this so called game, and where they recently found Jess. It seemed like the clearing drew people in so she figured it was a good place to check. 
 
      
 
    Sure enough, as she approached she heard screams and howling. The women ran to the edge of the clearing and saw another group of survivors being attacked by werewolves. 
 
      
 
    "Hide in a tree Jess, you can't help with this." Estellese instructed. 
 
      
 
    "Don't have to tell me twice" Jess was already starting to climb the nearest tree. 
 
      
 
    Estellese looked out at the four werewolves and the people they were attacking, wondering if these were the same four beasts from the beginning of their journey. As she focused a clear, almost see-through bubble appeared around her body. She reached out and a staff made purely of magically durable diamonds appeared in her hand. Then, suddenly, she disappeared in a bright flash of light. 
 
      
 
    The werewolves all yelped and recoiled as there was a blindingly bright flash of light right in front of their faces. As soon as their vision returned they saw a winged woman with bright pink hair standing between them and the humans they were trying to kill. They saw that she was swinging a sword that was made entirely out of intense flames at the closest werewolf and tried to evade. But it was already too late. The flames that made up the sword were so hot they burnt clean through the werewolf's neck, decapitating the beast as if it had been a real blade. The beast's body hit the ground, and it did not regenerate from that blow. It was dead. 
 
      
 
    The other three wolves were able to evade the flames in time, and the humans behind Estellese were even more shocked and afraid now that they had witnessed that. They began to panic, and were trying to drag their wounded away. 
 
      
 
    Estellese made her flame-sword disappear, it took so much stamina to keep that much heat contained in a sword shape like that. She didn't want to waste all her energy on just holding a flashy weapon, and they now knew to be weary of her sword, so it was no longer needed. She held her staff at the ready and took a defensive stance for now, focusing on making some stone walls rise up from the ground around the other humans, walling them into a small stone box where the werewolves couldn't reach them, and they couldn't run away. 
 
      
 
    The three remaining werewolves split up and began surrounding her, one stood in front of her while the other two moved around to her sides, making sure only one of them remained in her field of view at any given moment. This bought her the time she needed to finish the box around the other humans, but as soon as she finished putting a roof on it they rushed in from all three sides. They attacked from her left, right, and front while using that very box to ensure that she couldn't back up to get out of the way. With their superhuman speed and strength, they moved way too fast, and were much stronger than she was, but she had more than just brute strength to fight back with this time. 
 
      
 
    The werewolf attacking from her front stood up on its hind legs as if it was going to attack her, but immediately pulled back once it saw her trying to swing her staff at it. It was faking her out, as soon as she tried to take a swing at the front one, the two on her sides lunged in to attack. They lashed out with their claws, trying to maul and grab her but both of their attacks collided with that bubble that was surrounding her. The bubble stopped their attacks, but shattered like glass afterwards. 
 
      
 
    Estellese, noticing that the other two attackers getting pushed back by her barrier, stomped her foot and sent a powerful quake through the ground. This made her two attackers, who were already off balance, fall to the ground while the one in front of her lost balance and stumbled. As soon as they fell stone ropes sprang out of the dirt. With the beast's necks so close to the ground the stone ropes were able to quickly reach over their necks and go back into the ground on the other side, effectively tying them down by their necks. 
 
      
 
    Both of the pinned werewolves immediately began trying to break free of the stone. Estellese focused and sharpened the side of the stone ropes that were touching the creature's necks. But as she was focusing the one werewolf that was still standing noticed what she was doing and rushed in to stop her. Turning stone sharp like that required attention to such finite details in the stone that there was no way she could focus on two things at once, and the werewolf had the experience to know that. 
 
      
 
    It lunged at Estellese and slashed its claws for her face. Acting quickly Estellese blocked its attack with her staff, but the sheer brute strength of the blow threw her backwards. She slammed into the stone wall behind her with a grunt of pain, taking a heavy blow to her back and head. It disorientated her for a split second, and with the werewolf's incredible speed that was all it took for it to close the distance and pounce on her, pinning her to the ground. But as soon as it was on top of her she spat a fireball into the beast's face. 
 
      
 
    The beast tried to resist recoiling and just take the hit, but the small recoil it couldn't hold back caused it to delay the next slash of its claws by a fraction of a second. It slashed its claws for her throat, and hit the dirt. As the burns on its face regenerated and it opened its eyes again, it saw that she was gone. It quickly looked around for the woman, but couldn't find her anywhere. 
 
      
 
    One of the pinned werewolves managed to break the stone rope and freed itself, but moments after the rope around the other one's neck turned into a sharp stone guillotine, and then the blade was yanked down into the ground, taking the beast's head off. Two down. 
 
      
 
    Estellese suddenly burst out of the ground a few feet in front of one of the remaining two wolves, as soon as she appeared she sent a torrent of flames at the beast. The werewolf was not afraid of fire though, they could recover from any burns they received. It bit through the pain and ignored the flames, lunging through the fire at Estellese. But it was struck in the knee by a large stone that Estellese had hidden in the flamethrower-like burst. The stone struck the beast's knee with enough force to shatter its knee, and the werewolf immediately dropped to the ground. 
 
      
 
    "That's what you get for copying my trick." Estellese hissed. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the words left her mouth the second werewolf lunged at her from behind again, but this time she knew it was coming. She used her windstorm spell to send a powerful gust at that werewolf, blowing it several feet backwards. 
 
      
 
    The werewolf on the ground was rapidly healing and was already getting back up. Before its knee could completely heal, Estellese quickly pointed at the beast and used her Bolt spell, sending an incredibly powerful bolt of electricity from her fingertips straight into the beast's head, It was not killed, but was knocked out and dropped back to the ground. As soon as the beast hit the ground again, Estellese felt the sharp claws of the other one sink into her back. They still moved far too fast, it had already gotten up, closed the distance, and attacked again. 
 
      
 
    Estellese shouted out in pain, her wings absorbed most of the blow but the claws dug into her back too. She was lucky it was just a hasty, grazing blow. The beast was trying to quickly stop her from finishing off its friend with whatever spell she was casting, but was a moment too late. But even at that, the grazing blow badly tore up her wings and back. 
 
      
 
    Estellese wanted to teleport, but the blink spell she had used to start the fight wasn't ready to be used again yet. Neither was her barrier spell. The downside to spells, they weren't as reliable as her main elements, and strategically planning when to use which spell so they were always ready when needed was Mendelen's job. Strategy wasn't her thing. 
 
      
 
    As the searing pain shot through her body, she dropped her staff and reached behind herself, grabbing the werewolf by its upper arms. With a scream of pain she used all her strength to yank the beast off the ground, over her head, and slammed it onto the ground in front of her right as she made a large stone spike spring out of the ground. As the spike stabbed through the beast's chest, causing the werewolf to howl out loudly in pain, Estellese grabbed her diamond staff and stabbed the pointed end down into the beast's head. She knocked out the werewolf with that blow, but it was not dead. 
 
      
 
    Not that it mattered at this point, with both of the remaining werewolves knocked out, she had plenty of time to remove their heads and ensure that they wouldn't bother any other new players passing through. Once that was done she got to work on healing her wounds. Her healing spell made it quick and simple to recover from most injuries, and when she was healed and back in good health she would walk through one of the stone walls she had made to address the players. 
 
      
 
    Once inside she found six players, most of them were badly injured but the two that weren't were standing in a defensive stance, with their sword and dagger at the ready. Seeing the stone wall bend and mould itself around her body to allow her to seamlessly pass through caused them to panic and take a step back. 
 
      
 
    Estellese held her free hand up and put her staff down. "I'm here to help." 
 
      
 
    "What the hell are you?" One of the humans shouted back. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, I'm just another human. I'm here to help. This isn't a game." Estellese answered. 
 
      
 
    "Nice try lady, you're not human." One of them countered. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean I'm not human? Of course I am." Estellese argued, but then paused as she remembered. "Right. The wings. Just trust me, I am human. The wings were something I got after being in this world for a while. Either way I'm here to help you, just trust me." 
 
      
 
    Everyone lowered their weapons, everyone except one guy who was moving around her side. As soon as he was in her blind spot he lunged forward and attempted to stab her from the side with his sword. 
 
      
 
    With a quick swipe of her arm a stone shot out of the wall beside them and struck the man's hand with such force it broke his bones and knocked the sword out of his hand. The man fluidly shifted and threw a jab at her head as he stepped in closer. Estellese quickly grabbed his fist, using her own slightly enhanced strength to stop his punch. But the man was quick on his feet, as soon as he realized he couldn't overpower her he yanked her arm back, throwing his full body-weight into it and pulling her off her feet. 
 
      
 
    The man twisted them as they fell so that he would land on top of her and pin her down, but Estellese was not having that. She quickly used her wings to add an extra spin and grabbed his head with her free hand. She slammed his head into the wall as they fell, and then slammed his head into the ground once they landed. As soon as they hit the ground she yanked her hand out of his grip and slammed her fist into his nose. 
 
      
 
    "Dear god you make Kaden look smart, that's just bad." Estellese chided. She wiped the blood on her hand off on the man's shirt, then she stood up and brushed herself off, leaving the man barely conscious and bloody on the ground. "Anyone else wanna try for the dumbass of the day award? I was gentle with this guy, I won't be to the next person to try that." 
 
      
 
    "Stand down you guys, violence isn't the answer." One of the men called out to the others. He was a very tall and burly man, standing about 6'5" with a very strong and muscular build. He was older than the others, he seemed to be in his forties, with short brown hair and a short, neatly trimmed beard. Despite the conditions he was found in, his clothes were very neat, clean, and proper, he even had his shirt tucked in. Although what stood out about his attire was his necklace with a cross on it. He was carrying a big and heavy branch as a weapon, and was badly wounded from the werewolves. "My name is Charles, you?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm Estellese. An Alpha tester of this game." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "God has gifted us with your presence today Estellese, we wouldn't have survived without your intervention. So thank you. You are an Alpha tester, do you know what is going on?" 
 
      
 
    "I do. This isn't a game, we've been sent to some other world that we can't get back out of. Death in this world is no different from death in our own world, we assume, since none of us Alpha testers have died." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "I wish I could say the same for us. Been here a little over a day and I've seen three people die. Became pretty clear that this wasn't a game after that." Charles replied, then sighed. "Look, I came here to play a game with my son, and now he's in danger. I just want to know what I can do to keep him safe. I'll figure everything else out after that." He gestured to the small boy hiding behind his legs. 
 
      
 
    "We are trying to build a village, not far from here. With the magic we have we should have the bare-bones of a village finished in a couple days. Until then, we'll at least have a basic shelter and there will be four, or at least three, people just as powerful as I am guarding the place. That's your best bet for survival, and I came to bring you there. I can also heal everyone's wounds." Estellese answered. 
 
      
 
    Charles nodded and smiled a little. "I'm leading this group, but as a heads up, not everyone here is from my group. Case in point, the man who attacked you. My group and another group kinda bumped into each other, and the monsters, in the woods here. I'm traveling with the twins Katy and Kathryn, spiky haired guy named Drake, Ashley the girl with glasses, and of course my son Charles Jr." 
 
      
 
    Estellese quickly skimmed over the group. The twins looked to be in their late teens, Drake appeared to be in his early thirties, Ashley in her early twenties, and Jr was no older then ten. The game was pulling in all sorts of people. It looked like the twins, Charles, and Drake were all capable of fighting to some extent, they all carried weapons, and they all had combat injuries. Ashley didn't even have any blood on her raincoat, she didn't have a weapon and was hiding in the back with Jr. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, let me just heal your wounds so that we can travel, and fight if we need to. The town we are setting up isn't far from here." Estellese replied. "Both groups are welcome to come with me. What you do once you're there is up to you." She added as she started healing everyone except the man who attacked her. 
 
      
 
    The twins only had some sharp sticks as weapons, so once they realized that Estellese was not healing her attacker, Kathryn started to eye the sword the man had dropped. Out of the two of them, Kathryn looked to be much more confident than her twin. She was slightly taller and had long black hair, while Katy was a little shorter with short black hair. 
 
      
 
    "What are you thinking? That isn't ours." Katy whispered. 
 
      
 
    "That guy attacked the girl who saved us, do we really want him to have it back?" Kathryn questioned. 
 
      
 
    "He was a really good fighter though, he could use it better then we could." Katy suggested. 
 
      
 
    "But will he use it to help us? Or will he just attack someone again?" Kathryn looped it right back to the original concern. She walked over to it and picked up the sword, then walked back to her sister. "I'm not happy about taking it either, but if what this lady says is true, and we have seen enough to know it probably is, we can't take any risks. I can protect people with this, he might not. So let's do our part to keep everyone safe." 
 
      
 
    "Alright, I got your back then." Katy replied uneasily. 
 
      
 
    "You always do. And I got yours. As long as we are together we'll make it through whatever comes our way." Kathryn reassured her sister. "And don't worry, we'll find our friends as soon as we have our feet on the ground and can go search for them. We know they escaped and are somewhere in the woods." 
 
      
 
    Katy smiled a little and nodded. "Thanks, I was worried about them." 
 
      
 
    "Well I still am worried about them, but Courtney is tough like us, and she has the guys with her. They will be okay." Kathryn replied. 
 
      
 
    Estellese made her way around both groups, once everyone except for her attacker was healed she removed the stone box that was surrounding them. Everyone in the group but Drake cringed when they saw the headless bodies of the wolves for the first time. 
 
      
 
    "They are werewolves, you must either kill them with silver or decapitate them to kill them. They regenerate from everything else in seconds." Estellese explained. 
 
      
 
    Ashley took her glasses off and looked like she was going to be sick, but it passed after a moment and she put her glasses back on. 
 
      
 
    "It's just, a lot to take in." Charles replied. He was carrying his son and covering the boy's eyes. "Everyone is fine." 
 
      
 
    As they walked back Jess climbed down from the tree to join them, "Estell you're all bloody." She commented. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, my blood this time." Estellese chuckled. 
 
      
 
    "What?" The expression of shock and fear on Jess's face was the only answer Estellese needed before she realized Jess didn't get the joke. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, right. Inside joke, you wouldn't get that. Been two years of traveling and being around only people who know me. I'm the front line of my team, I tend to always be covered in blood after a battle." Estellese explained. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know a lot about games, but don't mages typically hide in the back lines?" Jess asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, probably, but that's just not me." Estellese replied. "By studying the right spells and magic, and training yourself the right ways, you can do just about anything you want to do. So, I'm a front line mage, because that's where I want to be." 
 
      
 
    "And, where do you study this magic? Can we learn it too?" Ashley asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yep, I'll explain it all in detail but the short version is that you can learn magic, and you can gain superhuman abilities, like speed, strength, and durability, if you train enough. But the training and studying required is so intensive you can't get everything, you must pick and choose. I chose mainly magic, so I have no superhuman physical traits. But I do have enhanced durability and slightly enhanced strength, just not superhuman." 
 
      
 
    They continued their conversation as they walked, she briefly explained everything from how to use the menus and the virtual keyboard, to the elves and fairies, magic, the world, and everything she could think of. 
 
      
 
    - Next Chapter: The First Human Settlement - 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22: The Calm Before The Storm 
 
      
 
      
 
    - Chapter 22: The Calm before the Storm- 
 
      
 
    Several days had passed. Estellese and Mendelen were standing on a small wooden stage, surrounded by about a hundred people who were all looking up at them. Behind them was the beginning of a small village, just a few wooden cabins, farms, and larger stone buildings. In the distance a few fairies could be seen hovering around a half created building. A green fairy was using nature-element magic to make wood grow out of the ground, shaping it into the outline of a house. While the earth fairy was clearing out the dirt under the house and making a stone foundation and basement grow in its place. And a metal-element fairy was taking metal from a nearby supply and making it bend and shape itself around the wood, to support it. Other humans could be seen going about their lives in the completed buildings in the background. 
 
      
 
    "Has Zanath returned yet?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head "No. Not a word from him." 
 
      
 
    "You think he's okay? The desert is dangerous, even for us, and he went alone." Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "He's fine. He can handle himself. We should start this before they wander off." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "I guess so." Estellese used her signet to switch one of her elements to Aether and used a quick spell on herself and Mendelen, before addressing the crowd. "Hello everyone, I am Estellese." She started. The spell amplified her voice, making it loud enough for everyone in the crowd to hear. "We brought all of you here today to give you all some bad news, news you may already know. Unfortunately we were all sold a lie, the video game Immersion does not exist." 
 
      
 
    She paused for a moment to let the crowd take that in, before she resumed speaking. "My friends and I here were supposed to be the Alpha testers of the game, we entered this world a little over two years ago. I can tell you from our experience, that this is not a game, this is not Immersion. I do not know how, or why, but we have been transported into an entirely different world and there is no way to go back, we are stuck here. And because this is not a game, death, pain, illness, all these real world problems, they are all still real and still exist in this world. If you die here you are gone for good. We need to continue taking care of ourselves, like we would have back on Earth. This is why we brought you all here." 
 
      
 
    She paused for a moment before continuing. "Humans did not exist in this world before we came, there was just the empty remains of one human city that was taken over by goblins. So here, behind me, we are making the first human civilization, Bele Village. I have taken the responsibility upon myself to lead and protect this village, and my friend Mendelen has plans to take back the other human city. He will discuss that after. This world is dangerous, probably far more dangerous than any of you know, so we are opening our gates to anyone who wants to seek refuge in this village as long as you are willing to play your part in helping out. Those of you who are skilled in combat, or willing to learn, we need guards to keep this town safe and for those who are exceptionally skilled in combat we need adventurers to go secure loot from dungeons. For everyone who is unskilled in combat, have no fear you do not need to learn to fight. We have non-combat jobs, farming is a big one right now because we will all need food, but as the village grows we will need people to fill in for all the jobs you would expect from a normal city. You are safe here, we can protect everyone in this city, and we will provide housing to everyone who wants to stay. We suggest you stay here, even if it's only for a short time to get your feet on the ground and prepare for the dangers out there. You're safe here." 
 
      
 
    Estellese took a moment to catch her breath, then continued. "For those who intend to travel outside of the city, one of the most important things to remember is that this is not a video game. This is not a fake world. The monsters and other creatures you see out there are not AI, they are real living creatures. Please do not harm them unless it is self defense, they are alive just like we are, we need to work together with them. Monsters inside of dungeons do not count, they do not appear to be sentient. That was agreed upon by many of the other races who live around here. We are all in a big alliance. To keep you safe I will be handing out special rings to everyone, they are magic rings, wear them for a few days and they will give you a unique power as long as you're wearing them. In addition to all of that, upon entering this world we gained one new power right off the bat. If you wave your hand palm-down in front of yourself you will summon a holographic keyboard and screen. With these things you can post on the global message board, send direct messages to players, or access your stash. Your stash is a secret room only you and people you want to enter can enter. It can be opened anywhere there is a door frame, but you must have a door frame nearby to open it. Um, that's all." 
 
      
 
    Estellese stepped back once she was finished with her part of the speech and let Mendelen step up. "Everyone out there, I need your attention. There is an entire modern human city to the west of here, on the other side of the forest. This city is overrun by goblins, some giant spiders, and worst of all a massive dragon. I am gathering together an army to go and take this city back, we can definitely do it. That city could help and house so many people, and it has supplies that we could use, despite needing some repairs and cleaning. I know there are some true heroes out there, those of you who believe you are one of those heroes, those who want to help and can either fight well or are willing to learn come to me in the large stone building over there after this." He pointed at the building. "Those who help will be paid in equipment, I will provide you with signet rings, some equipment, and some magic to use in the battle and you can keep everything you use. In addition to what I provide, the training will include tackling several dungeons, in which whatever you find is yours to keep." He finished and looked through the crowd. "And again, I will be in that building over there. If you have the skills to be a hero, or are willing to learn, come join me." 
 
      
 
    When Mendelen was done Estellese stepped back up. "I have put out signs in front of the buildings. If you do not intend to stay here, there is an inn to rest in. For those who do intend to stay and live here, seek out the buildings for things you think you can contribute to. Like if you think you have combat skills or are willing to learn, the guard post is your building. If you want to assist with farming, the farmhouse is your go to place, and so on. Anyone who wants a signet ring, the ring that gives you a unique power while worn, line up in front of me. And remember, this world is not a game, the other creatures here are alive, please refrain from killing them and make sure you keep yourself safe." Estellese finished her speech. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen stepped up once more "And if you choose not to stay here, remember that you are always welcome to come back if you later find the world to be too dangerous. Your safety is guaranteed here, we will protect you." 
 
      
 
    The crowd seemed distracted by something behind Mendelen though. He glanced behind himself to see Kaden walking up to the stage. He assumed Kaden just came out of a portal and freaked everyone out, that spiky black armor and the giant scythe he carried tended to scare people. "You're really going to make that a guarantee?" Kaden stated. He didn't have Estellese's spell so only the people close to the stage could hear him. 
 
      
 
    "Where have you been?" Mendelen questioned. "Estell, this conversation is private, end the spell please." 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded and ended the voice amplification spell on Mendelen. "Everyone, if you'd like a ring line up in front of me now, otherwise you're all free to enter the city or go your own way. I think I explained everything already." She said as she began handing the rings out to each person in line. 
 
      
 
    "I've been out saving people." Kaden answered. "I repeat my question, you're really going to guarantee their safety when you know very well you can't commit to that promise? What's going to happen when you fail to protect them?" 
 
      
 
    "We won't fail to protect them, because we can keep the promise. There's no monsters in this area that we can't handle. And within a week or two we won't even be needed to defend the village from anything but the worst case scenario because we will have trained some guards." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "You can protect them from any monster in the area? What about the ones right in front of you? They are more dangerous than most monsters you'd encounter in the wild." Kaden gestured to the crowd. 
 
      
 
    "What are you getting at Kaden?" Mendelen glanced at the crowd and turned back to Kaden with an unamused expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    "This world gives every human being immense power, once they grow into it. What happens when one of those human beings decides to be a criminal?" Kaden stated. 
 
      
 
    "We will stop them and handle it appropriately at the time. There's more good guys then bad guys, the criminal won't get far before they are found out and shut down by us." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "But you can't stop them from killing people." Kaden pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "We can, and will." Mendelen insisted. 
 
      
 
    "How? What if I just decided to start killing the people here, right now. How are you going to stop me? You can't." Kaden opened a portal beside himself, a tactic he often used when preparing a long-ranged attack with his scythe. Since he could swing it through his portal to strike people wherever he opened the other portal. 
 
      
 
    "We would take you down immediately. If you think for a second that Estellese and I couldn't take you down you are insane." Mendelen firmly stated, giving Kaden a questioning look. 
 
      
 
    "I know I can't beat you both. But who says I have to? I could just not fight you and keep attacking the people. With my portals you'd never be able to get anywhere near me." Kaden reached through the portal he had made and pulled out a plate of freshly baked cookies. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen at first looked angry, but then had a very confused expression on his face. He sighed and shook his head, making one quick gesture with his hand. As soon as he did a clone of himself appeared behind Kaden. This clone was unarmed, unarmored, and didn't seem capable of moving, but it had Mendelen's dark undershield spell attached to it. There was a big black circle on the ground under its feet which covered most of the stage, putting Kaden near the center of the circle. As soon as the circle appeared his portal closed. "Kaden. Don't be a cocky asshole, it is this easy for me to strip you of your ability to use portals. Go ahead, try opening another one, you can't. With this one spell I've taken away your portals and all of your magic. Without that you are effectively harmless." 
 
      
 
    "If you say so." Kaden replied. "But without my portals I can't get the rest of the cookies I made for everyone. So you probably don't wanna do that." He then shoved the plate of cookies into Mendelen's hands. "Enjoy" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen noticed how quickly Kaden changed the topic and knew that meant he had won the argument. Kaden had no counter to that and must have known he was defeated. He seemed confused when he was given the cookies, and watched as Kaden walked out of the anti-magic zone. Mendelen shrugged and headed towards the building he was supposed to go to, eating a couple cookies along the way. 
 
      
 
    Once out of the circle Kaden opened another portal and got another plate of cookies. This one he gave to Estellese, who looked equally as confused. "Made you some cookies." 
 
      
 
    "Since when did you know how to make cookies? And how did you do that?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "The fairies do have a functioning magic kitchen that is open to the public. With enough time one can learn to use it to cook food from the old world. Plus the fairies and elves already have similar foods to learn from." Kaden answered. "I made a lot, I already left a few big plates in the main buildings for everyone else." Kaden shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "I know about the kitchen, I lived there Kaden. I meant how did you specifically do that. It doesn't matter though, thank you. I'm assuming you didn't come here to help?" Estellese questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Yep. Came to say hi and bring cookies." Kaden answered. "I pointed the survivors I found in this direction, literally, but that's all the support I will give. It won't be on me when everyone here dies." 
 
      
 
    "That isn't the right way to look at this situation Kaden." Estellese stated. 
 
      
 
    "Well, it's the truth. Some day everyone here will die to a disaster, and every tragedy needs a villain. Who else will be the villain, if not the ones who gathered everyone to this one spot and failed to fulfill the promise to protect them. I don't see anyone else stepping up to take the blame." Kaden turned and began walking away. "I'd stay to chat more but you're busy, and I have work to do." 
 
      
 
    "What work do you need to do?" Estellese questioned. 
 
      
 
    Kaden shrugged "I have people to save, as usual. And Zanath asked me to go check something out." Before Estellese could ask him what he meant, he opened a portal and left. The portal closed immediately after he went through, as it usually did. 
 
      
 
    Estellese handed out the rings to everyone who was in the line and looked around her village. Everyone seemed scared, but they were safe and just going about their day. Several people were working on the farms, a few people were helping build the city by constructing furniture from materials summoned by Estellese and the fairies, there were a few groups training in the background, following her written instructions. She smiled a little, this village was going to be okay, it was one happy little village. 
 
      
 
    As she walked around and checked on everything she spotted Zanath and his group of survivors walking into town. He had found quite a lot of them. She also spotted Inami energetically bouncing around by his side. "Zanath there you are, I was worried about you." Estellese greeted "You found Inami?" 
 
      
 
    Zanath nodded "She was in a cave with a few of these people. I contacted Thomas and told him that I brought her here, he should be here in a day or two." 
 
      
 
    "Oh good, you can send these people to the inn for now, I will give them their orientation tomorrow." Estellese replied, then crouched down to talk to the little panda girl. "You okay Inami?" 
 
      
 
    Inami nodded and smiled "I ok. Thomas coming soon. Zannie help find him." She answered 
 
      
 
    "Zannie?" Estellese gave Zanath a curious look and Zanath just shrugged. "I should call you that from now on." 
 
      
 
    "Please don't." Zanath sighed and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "I'm kidding." Estellese laughed, then turned back to Inami. "We will give you your own room in the inn alright? Aou just need to stay there and wait for Thomas." 
 
      
 
    "Estell, there is something I need to discuss with you and Mendelen. Privately." Zanath stated. 
 
      
 
    "I figured. I saw Kaden a few minutes ago and he said you sent him to check something out. What's it about? Or what can you tell me now? I'm curious." Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "I have not confirmed its existence, but there could be something very dangerous wandering around the desert." Zanath answered. 
 
      
 
    "That's all? We can handle it, we handle dangerous things all the time." Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "I'm serious. If the information I have is correct, it could be more dangerous than the abyssal demon." Zanath stated flatly. 
 
      
 
    "Oh." Estellese looked both surprised and concerned. "Well that certainly would be a problem. Mendelen is working with the betas right now, he plans to take back Oline City, but tonight we can all chat. Unless it's an emergency?" 
 
      
 
    Zanath shook his head "No not an emergency, it's probably still in the desert. But we should discuss and handle this sooner rather than later." 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded "Yeah I agree, we need a plan incase it finds us. For now just escort the betas to the Inn and we can all talk later." 
 
      
 
    That night Zanath told Estellese and Mendelen everything about what Inami said, about the green wall, and about the strange feeling the drider-shaped ruby she carried gave off. Mendelen decided it was best to take the ruby from her and run some tests on it to find out what magical properties it had. However, the next morning when they tried to find Inami she was gone. 
 
      
 
    Since Zanath had told Kaden all of this beforehand, Estellese and Mendelen assumed Kaden had beaten them to it and taken Inami to try and figure it out on his own. They messaged Kaden, and Kaden said he didn't have her, but Mendelen knew better than to take him at his word for that. 
 
      
 
    Over the next few days Estellese watched over and managed her village. The village was rapidly growing and each day more and more people were wandering into it. Not everyone stayed, many people ventured off or just used it as a rest stop in between their personal adventures. Within a few days the people training to be town guards had become strong enough to defend the village from most of the local threats. The local threats were mainly just goblins, skeletons, and minor enemies. Occasionally a giant spider or two from the mountain but with a big enough group the spiders weren't very threatening. 
 
      
 
    However, she noticed that Kaden would continue to bring plates of cookies and leave them in the main buildings of the town. She never would have guessed that Kaden had such an interest in baking, and she hadn't thought he had actually cared about the other players. But it seemed like he cared enough to feed them. It had become a routine, he would bring the cookies at 8:00am, 12:00 noon, 5:00pm, and 10:00pm every day and made a point to never be late. The timing was lined up perfectly with the daily schedule of most of the villagers; When they woke up and began work, on their lunch break, right before dinner, and for a late night snack. The villagers quickly got used to the cookies being there and it became part of their daily routine to take one or two. 
 
      
 
    Zanath didn't stay in the village. He paid a few of the fairies to build himself a mansion not far from the village and moved all his things from his old home in the elven village to the new one. He wasn't seen around the village much, he only showed up from time to time to bring more survivors and otherwise kept to himself. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen stayed within the village and trained his own small army. They trained and ran through whatever dungeons they could find for two weeks. By the end of those two weeks the village had grown into a small city, and Mendelen stood outside the city walls with his small army, talking to them as they prepared for battle. "Alright everyone, today is the day we take back Oline city! We all know the plan, we've gone over it several times, correct?" 
 
      
 
    When he received a collective "Yes" from the crowd he smiled and nodded. "Good, because we have one hell of a battle ahead of us. We are taking on a dragon, and after that dragon a massive army of giant spiders and goblins. I have selected my supportive fighters, Sarah, Drake, Amanda, Em, and Maya, out of everyone here you five are among the strongest and overall best fighters. You five will be fighting by my side as I take on the dragon, I trust that the five of you will be able to help me and survive this fight no problem. Everyone else, you are going to be the backup, as planned you will keep your distance from the dragon and will kill any goblins or spiders that come after those of us fighting it. We need to ensure that we don't get ambushed by some other creature while distracted with the dragon. Once the dragon is down, we follow the plan to wipe the city clean of whatever else has taken it over." 
 
      
 
    "You sure you don't want me to come with you?" Estellese approached Mendelen from behind "I can help." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "You have your own village to look after, and I can see that this has put a lot of stress and responsibility on you. I know you're busy, so I'm not going to ask you to help me claim my city. You take care of yours, I'll be fine." 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded "Alright, good luck then. And if things go south and you need me just message me, I'll get there as quickly as I can." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, it's good to know you still have my back." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, why wouldn't I?" Estellese gave him a questioning look. 
 
      
 
    "You'd have to ask Zanath and Kaden that, I wouldn't know. But they aren't around anymore." Mendelen gestured in the direction of Zanath's house. 
 
      
 
    "Zanath is still around, he's just introverted, and Kaden is... Well Kaden. What do you expect from him?" Estellese pointed out "We're still all friends, even if it doesn't seem like it at times. I can tell." 
 
      
 
    "You're probably right. Anyways we should get going, good luck with your village." Mendelen said as he gestured for his army to start moving, and began leading the way to Oline city. 
 
      
 
    "You too, be careful out there." Estellese called back to him before she began walking back to her own village. 
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    - Chapter 23: Reclaiming Oline City - 
 
      
 
    Mendelen marched towards Oline city, with his small group of sixty soldiers following along behind him. As he approached the city he put on his steel helmet. He had upgraded his armor, shield, and weapons to a set made of steel, with the same weight-lowering enchantments on them. He carried not only a sword on his hip, but also a spear on his back and a dagger on his other hip. "Alright, from here on we are following the battle plan, be prepared for everything and follow my lead." 
 
      
 
    Walking behind him, separate from the main military force, was his specially chosen forces for taking out the dragon. Amanda and Em, two of the women Zanath had rescued, had come with him. Amanda was wearing some armor made from the scales of a black dragon, and was unarmed. Her black armor contrasted with her very light blonde hair and blue eyes and made her stand out a little more than the others. 
 
      
 
    Her wife Em stood beside her, the 5' 10" tall woman towered over her, as usual, and was wearing her own heavy set of steel armor. Em's long red hair was tied back in a braid and she carried a large battleaxe. 
 
      
 
    Beside them was Drake, a man in his early thirties, he had white messy hair and soft brown eyes. He stood at 5' 9" and wore a white vest, with a black shirt and brown baggy pants. He also wore a couple small gold earrings. Drake carried a massive greatsword, and had a blue dragon scale gauntlet on his right hand. 
 
      
 
    The next woman in line, Maya, was in her late twenties. She wore a short, white, slightly revealing dress with a floral design, along with a short white cape. Her straight, long white hair reached her mid-back and covered her right eye. Sticking out from under her hair, was a white lotus she was using as an eyepatch to cover her right eye. She carried a simple longsword that also had a floral design on the handle. Like Drake, she too had a black dragonscale gauntlet on her left hand, the same hand she held her sword with. 
 
      
 
    It would seem that everyone in this group specially chosen by Mendelen had slain their own dragons before. They all had some sort of equipment made from a dragon they defeated in the past. All except for Sarah, who was the last person in the line. But Sarah was a special exception, she wasn't walking alongside them, she was riding on a wyvern. Being only twenty Sarah was the youngest in the group, and she stood at 5' 2" which made her even shorter than Amanda. Her hair and her eyes had been artificially changed to a light shade of red, not quite pink, and they matched her armor. Her armor was just thin and light pieces of iron armor, and even at that she didn't wear a full suit of armor. Just a chestpiece that covered her torso and arms, hip guards and boots. She left her legs covered only by her khaki pants so the armor wouldn't slow her down too much. She carried a simple spear and a small shield. 
 
      
 
    Her wyvern, and her best friend, was Charley. He was a green wyvern that stood at 8 feet tall when walking on all fours. He was nothing compared to the size of the dragon, but Mendelen thought he could still be of use in the fight. 
 
      
 
    Once Mendelen gave the order to follow the plan from here on out, Sarah and Charley moved to walk in front of everyone else. So when they found the dragon they would be the first ones to face it. They lead everyone into the city streets, with the small army trailing a short distance behind them. 
 
      
 
    "You sure it's safe to have her in the front?" Drake asked. "She's the weakest out of all of us. And that wyvern of hers can't stand a second against a dragon." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded "It's fine. Trust me when I say I have planned for everything. We have Em here, her signet will keep Sarah safe." 
 
      
 
    "You never did explain how that works." Drake insisted. 
 
      
 
    "I did. But you weren't here at the time, you joined the team in the last minute Drake, you missed a lot of the explanations and planning." Mendelen stated. "Em's signet allows her to protect one person. Any damage that person takes is redirected, and hits Em instead of them. And before you ask how that is any better, Em trained her body to be inhumanly durable. So any blows that strike her not only need to pierce her heavy armor, but her own body is as strong as a second layer of armor. Amanda did the same thing. So blows that would kill you or me, would only injure them. In addition to that, Em's armor is enchanted to make her body constantly regenerate. So she can recover from whatever wounds her signet causes her over time. There's more to combat than raw strength Drake, that may have been the only thing you trained yourself in, it wasn't the only thing the rest of us trained ourselves in." 
 
      
 
    "If she's that strong, why do you need us?" Drake questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Because, like you, her and Amanda only trained in one field. Defense. They might be nearly unbreakable walls, but they can't harm the dragon. While you and Maya can harm the dragon, you two are our main forces for damaging the thing, but neither of you can survive any blows from it. That's why the team is set up like this, each group covers the weaknesses of the other." 
 
      
 
    "Then what are you and Sara doing here? You two fit into neither category." Drake pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "I'm the leader, I need to be present to lead the forces. Without my tactics you won't survive. Plus I'm a more niche fighter and will be assisting on both offense and defense. And you will see why Sarah is here, she is also here for her signet." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "I should get myself one of those signet skills." Drake mumbled. 
 
      
 
    "That's the downside to being a lone wolf Drake. You miss out on key information, like what signet rings do." Mendelen pointed out. "You should join us." 
 
      
 
    Drake shook his head "I have no desire to be part of a military force. This is a whole new world, with new laws. To be blunt, I feel the tension in the air and I don't know who to trust." 
 
      
 
    "What? You mean between me and Kaden?" Mendelen shook his head. "We're friends, he's just not all that bright so we argue a lot. He just doesn't understand the complexity of running a civilization. There's no tension between us." 
 
      
 
    "Who's Kaden?" Drake questioned. "I've seen the humans building the city north of here, Era city I believe. The ones who built a village in the desert, Barre village. I've seen both elven villages, I got my sword from Elwood, talked the princess into letting me in. None of these cities and villages seem to trust each other. I'm just waiting for the inevitable spark." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen was silent for a moment, thinking it over. 'Kaden has been reporting every new discovery he makes in the world to us on a weekly basis. I knew he probably omitted some things, but is he really hiding a second elven village, and two human villages from us? Knowing Kaden, I'm inclined to believe Drake. What else is he hiding from us?' Mendelen sighed and shook his head. 'Come to think of it, both the fairies and Estell mentioned that the new scythe he has isn't a normal scythe. They both said they could sense some dark magic within it. The fairies labeled it as feeling similar to necromancy, and Estell labeled it as a foreign magic she didn't recognize. Where'd he get something like that? There must be more he's not telling us then I thought. He must be playing us, but why? What is his goal? Where's Zanath when you need his brain?' 
 
      
 
    "Found her!" Sarah called out. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen quickly snapped back to reality and signaled for the army to stop, then he and his group of specially chosen fighters rushed ahead to catch up with Sarah. They stood just a short distance behind her, while Mendelen himself stood beside her and Charley. The massive dragon towered over them as they stood in the street in front of it. The dragon seemed frozen and confused as it stared back at the humans. It's eye was scarred from when Zanath threw a knife into it years ago. 
 
      
 
    "I… Can understand you?" The dragon looked perplexed as it stared at Sarah. 
 
      
 
    "Yes. I am Sarah, and this is my best friend Charley. I'd prefer to call you by your name, so what is your name?" Sarah bowed a little in greeting. 
 
      
 
    "Charley?" The dragon looked down at the little wyvern with a questioning look, as if she was about to laugh. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't have a name when she found me. So that is the name she gave to me." Charley answered. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, that's not as bad." The dragon laughed. "I am Alydrath, to get to the point, why are you in my home?" 
 
      
 
    "Well." Sarah took a deep breath. "That is precisely why I am here. And I really don't know how to say this, because I do not agree with what they are doing. But your home here, is inside a human city. It is also their home." She took another deep breath and sighed again, trying to find the right words. "They were going to come here and fight you, to take their home back. Charley and I came here to try and see if we can resolve this without a fight. I know of a new home you could take and-" 
 
      
 
    "No. This is MY home, not theirs. I have enough problems here with those little green things stealing all of my stuff, those spiders making a mess of everything with their webs, and the bugs making hives everywhere. I will not put up with some humans, or whatever the hell you call yourselves, marching into my home and kicking me out." 
 
      
 
    "Look, I completely agree with you here Alydrath. But I have no control over these people, they came here to kill you and if you don't leave they will. They are willing to negotiate, to give you a new home they made for you in the mountains." Sarah tried to reason with her. 
 
      
 
    "This is my home. I am not leaving, you're not taking my home from me." Alydrath growled. "I've killed thousands of those green things, you humans are no different. You can't hurt me." 
 
      
 
    "Sarah, is it agreeing to leave? It doesn't look like it is agreeing." Mendelen cautiously rested his hand on his sword. He could only understand Sarah and she was not translating what the dragon was saying to her. Whatever the beast was saying, it didn't seem compliant. 
 
      
 
    "This is her home! You have to give me time." Sarah shot Mendelen a glare, then turned back to Alydrath. "You have to understand, humans are not like the goblins you killed. They can kill you, they are much more powerful. Just look at them Alydrath, several of them are wearing dragon scales from other dragons they killed. Please, I don't want you to become another one." 
 
      
 
    Alydrath growled "I am well aware of what the humans are wearing. It is disgusting that you would wear the carcasses of my kind. This sick form of intimidation does not scare me. You may have killed others of my kind, but you have not and will not kill me. Now leave my home." 
 
      
 
    "Alydrath," Charley joined the conversation "Sarah is not lying to you, these humans are incredibly powerful. Sure, you could easily kill one or two of them, but there's too many. You can't win this fight. You have to trust us, we are trying to save you." 
 
      
 
    Alydrath hesitated and looked around, then turned back to Sarah and Charley. "No." 
 
      
 
    "Please." Sarah pleaded "You have to, you will die if you don't." 
 
      
 
    "Then so be it! This is MY home, I grew up here! It means too much to me! You're not taking this away from me." Alydrath growled back. "Leave." 
 
      
 
    "I can't make them leave, I have no control over them. They want their city." Sarah argued. 
 
      
 
    "It's MY HOME, not their city." Alydrath growled back. 
 
      
 
    "I agree! But they don't see it that way. I can't stop them. Please, I'm trying to save you. They won't leave." Sarah argued. 
 
      
 
    "Then I will make them leave!" Alydrath roared as she reared up and spewed a torrent of flames from her mouth, directly at Mendelen. 
 
      
 
    With a quick wave of his hand Mendelen summoned his Dark Undershield, and the flames were sucked into the black circle under his feet. "Move in everyone, stick to the plan, take it down!" He called out. His small chosen group rushed past him and began fighting the dragon. 
 
      
 
    "NO!" Sarah shouted back. "I'm still negotiating! Give me time!" 
 
      
 
    "She's attacking and it's taken too long as it is." Mendelen shook his head. "You tried your best." 
 
      
 
    "It's HER home! She grew up here, she has a sentimental attachment to it so of course she doesn't want to leave. Give me time!" Sarah argued. 
 
      
 
    "It's too late, the creature made its choice." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "HER choice, not it's choice, the dragon is a she! It's a living thing Mendelen. You can't just kill her because she's in the way. Estellese wouldn't want this." Sarah argued. 
 
      
 
    "And that is why Estell is not here." Mendelen stated. "This is my city it is not her decision to make, she has her own. Look Sarah, I tried to end this peacefully. I don't want to kill it any more than you do. Believe me I really hoped you could talk it, her, into leaving peacefully. But I have to. Sacrifice one life to save thousands, it's the right thing to do. There's not enough room for everyone in Estell's village, nobody else will fit in there. We need this city to save lives. I'd have to be some sort of asshole to sacrifice all those lives just to save this one dragon. I'm sorry, I can't let those people die. I tried to do this peacefully, I was willing to make any compromise the dragon wanted. The dragon made her choice." 
 
      
 
    "You can't just kill her! Give me more time, I can make this work!" Sarah argued. 
 
      
 
    "Sarah, you're not my soldier. I can not order you to stop trying to sway the dragon's opinion. Nor do I want you to stop." Mendelen stated "It could be a useful ally if it were alive, a dead dragon is of no use to me. I don't want to kill it, so keep doing your thing. But we can not sit back and wait any longer, it's fighting with my soldiers as we speak. We must fight back, and who knows, maybe a show of force will sway it into giving up our city." 
 
      
 
    "You mean she'll give up her home. It isn't our city" Sarah stated as she climbed onto Charley's back. 
 
      
 
    "No, our city. It isn't her home, not anymore, we need this city or people are going to die. We are trying to save lives here." Mendelen stated. "I would never do this if lives were not at stake, I do hope you understand that." 
 
      
 
    Sarah shot him a glare. "You're no better than Kaden." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "You're seeing the absolute worst side of me, and you have only seen the best side of Kaden. I'm making the difficult decisions to save lives, he is not even trying to save anyone. Plus, I can admit when I'm wrong." He stated. "What I am doing right here, taking this city from the dragon, is wrong. It is morally reprehensible, I'm not going to sugar coat it or pretend I'm being the hero, I'm not. I am an honorable enough person to admit that this is wrong. That is why we need you, you can save this dragon's life. I don't want to do this, but I have to. Like I said, we can't afford to build a second city and the first isn't big enough for everyone. We won't survive without this city, and all those people are counting on me to keep them safe. I can't just leave the city to the dragon. So please, get out there and save this dragon's life, convince it to move to the new home we made for it. We are counting on you." 
 
      
 
    Sarah looked down and thought about it for a moment. She was silent, and could hear the dragon roaring out in pain in the background as it fought with the soldiers. "I really don't like this." She finally spoke before Charley took flight and they flew after the dragon. 
 
      
 
    "Neither do I." Mendelen answered, although she couldn't hear him. He turned and began walking towards the battlefield with the dragon, his specially chosen soldiers were doing well in this fight. Suddenly, Mendelen heard someone cough beside him. He spun around to face the source of the sound and caught a brief glimpse of a very tiny portal hovering in the air between where he and Sarah had been talking. The portal disappeared immediately after he saw it. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked around the area and eventually spotted Kaden standing on a distant rooftop, with his ear pressed up against a bigger portal. He sighed, wondering how much of the conversation Kaden had been eavesdropping on. After a moment, Kaden noticed he was being watched and waved at Mendelen, before stepping through his portal and disappearing. 
 
      
 
    The dragon reared up again and spewed a blast of flames at the four soldiers facing it. However before the flames got near any of them Em focused and created a see-through wall between the soldiers and the fire. The flames struck her barrier and dispersed, allowing the soldiers to move in. 
 
      
 
    Amanda, Maya, and Drake were closing in with superhuman speeds, while Em trailed behind. Amanda's heavy armor didn't seem to affect her speed, but Em's was slowing her down. Amanda was the first person to reach the dragon. As she moved in she spewed out a blast of her own flames back at the beast. 
 
      
 
    The dragon stepped back to get out of the flames and whipped its tail around at Amanda, striking the small woman in the chest and slamming her into the wall of a nearby home hard enough to crack the wall. But Amanda got back up, mostly unscratched, her heavy armor protected her skin and her bones were nearly as strong as steel. But, where she excelled in defense and speed, she lacked in the firepower needed to damage the beast. Her flames barely harmed the dragon. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the others moving in the dragon immediately took flight, but as it lifted off the ground the space around it darkened and the dragon was yanked back down to the ground. Amanda had used her Aether: Kinetic magic to inverse the direction of the dragon's momentum. She couldn't hold it down however, that one spell took a lot out of her. 
 
      
 
    Drake saw his opportunity and moved in. He focused and thick sheets of ice quickly began spreading over the dragon, pinning the creature to the ground. He moved in, alongside Maya. Drake reached the dragon first and stabbed his giant great sword into it's stomach. The scales absorbed most of the blow, but the sword left a shallow stab wound and caused the dragon to let out a ground shaking roar. 
 
      
 
    The dragon retaliated by bursting into flames. The ice started to melt and the burst of flames burnt both Drake and Maya badly. Drake quickly backed off, but Maya moved in in spite of her burns. Maya's short sword began to glow and the more she ran the brighter the glow got, until she slashed it across the dragon's stomach. Her attack not only struck the beast with incredible speed, moving so fast it was difficult to see it, but it also struck with incredible force. That wasn't all, the blood that spilled from the wound was absorbed by her sword, and her burns almost instantly healed. She immediately backed away from the dragon, just in time to avoid another burst of flames. 
 
      
 
    Em stopped beside Drake and her hand emitted a green glow. She placed her hand on Drake's shoulder and quickly began healing his burns. 
 
      
 
    The dragon's third burst of flames freed it from the ice and it immediately took flight. As it flew past it spat a fireball down at Maya and Drake, forcing them both to dive out of the way. The fireball hit the ground and exploded, slightly burning them both just for being too close to it and leaving a small crater in the pavement where it hit. The dragon flew past them. 
 
      
 
    In an instant Amanda focused and her signet ring flashed. Her body turned into a bright light, and then suddenly she grew and morphed into a massive red dragon, just a little smaller than the black dragon they were fighting. Amanda immediately took flight and rammed into the black dragon from behind before it looped around to strike at them again, grabbing onto it and slamming it into the ground. Amanda, in her dragon form, pinned the black dragon down two streets away from everyone else and began slashing her claws at its wings over and over again. Tearing the beast's wings apart. 
 
      
 
    The dragon cried out in pain and headbutted Amanda, the horns on its head piercing through the scales on Amanda's head and severely damaging her skull. "LEAVE ME ALONE!" the dragon cried out. 
 
      
 
    While Amanda was disorientated by the headbut the dragon threw her off itself, slamming her into a nearby building. As soon as Amanda was thrown off the dragon rolled onto its feet and pounced on Amanda, intent on both clawing her sides, and crushing her smaller dragon form under its own body weight. Its claws tore through her sides, and Amanda roared out in pain. Her injuries were bad enough to cancel her signet skill, she returned to her human form and fell to the ground. Unconscious. 
 
      
 
    Drake, Maya, and Em were quickly catching up to the battlefield, but none of them could reach the beast. Drake immediately made ice chains spring out of the ground to grab onto the dragon's damaged wings, trying to pin it down again. 
 
      
 
    "GO AWAY! YOU WON'T TAKE MY HOME FROM ME!" The dragon roared back, but only Sarah could understand it. The dragon opened its mouth and like a flamethrower it unleashed a stream of flames at Amanda, intent on finishing her off. 
 
      
 
    Em was quick to act, her own signet flashed as a special barrier appeared around Amanda. This barrier did not break when it was struck, it held firm against the flames and protected Amanda from harm. However, Em herself shouted out in pain, the special barrier didn't block the flames like a regular barrier, it made them strike Em instead. however, almost immediately after she received the burns, they started slowly healing. 
 
      
 
    "Alydrath!" Sarah and Charley landed near the big dragon. "Please, take our offer. We can stop this fighting, we can heal your wounds and just move you to a new home. We don't need to fight, they will kill you. Please, just give it up." 
 
      
 
    "NO! THIS IS MY HOME! I CAN'T GIVE IT UP! YOU CAN'T TAKE THIS FROM ME!" The dragon roared back. It was struggling to break free of the ice chains, but with another burst of flames the chains weakened, allowing the dragon to jump backwards and snap itself free. It could tell its attacks were not working on Amanda, not with that strange barrier, so it changed targets. It began spitting fireball after fireball at Drake and Maya, forcing them to keep dodging and preventing them from moving closer. Each fireball exploded on impact, and each was coming closer and closer to striking one of them. 
 
      
 
    Until suddenly one of Mendelen's clones appeared between his soldiers and the dragon. The clone was one of his unarmed ones with the undershield attached to it. All the fireballs the dragon tried to spit at them were sucked into the clone's undershield where they vanished. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen walked onto the battlefield and looked around. "You're doing well guys. Let's get Amanda to a safer location, and finish this thing off." 
 
      
 
    "Sarah is still trying to talk it down. Is she still on our side?" Em spoke up. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded "I know, I told her to keep trying. It's in everyone's best interest to end this without killing the dragon." He explained. He focused and suddenly two clones of himself that were heavily armored, carrying spears and massive tower shields, appeared beside Amanda. Then a third unarmed clone with his undershield spell appeared and picked Amanda up. The three of them quickly started to retreat, carrying Amanda away from the dragon. 
 
      
 
    "It's easier to just kill it." Em countered. She watched as the dragon reared up and spat a fireball at Amanda and the escaping clones, but the two armored clones blocked the fireball with their massive shields. 
 
      
 
    "Of course," Mendelen answered "but that's not the morally right thing to do. At this rate we'll have to kill it though. Doesn't seem like it is going to give in." 
 
      
 
    While the dragon was distracted Mendelen moved in. He grabbed his chain hook and threw it at the dragon, hooking it onto the softer skin of what remained of the dragon's wing. As soon as the hook touched the dragon Mendelen's signet lit up. He began rapidly draining the dragon's stamina. 
 
      
 
    The dragon growled and pulled its wing upwards, yanking Mendelen off the ground. As Mendelen was thrown through the air the dragon lunged at him, trying to swallow him. But at almost the last moment the chain suddenly shortened and pulled Mendelen out of the way. The dragon didn't see where Mendelen went, but it knew it missed. It quickly looked around and spotted Drake and Maya moving in again. 
 
      
 
    The dragon spun around whipping its tail at the two of them, while also yanking the chain Mendelen was holding onto again to keep him off the ground. 
 
      
 
    Maya's sword suddenly began to emit a dark, blood red glow. As the tail came towards them she stood her ground and slashed her sword at the tail. The sword swung with so much force that it sliced clean through, severing the tail in one quick and effortless blow. However, this wasn't an ordinary spell. This time, a deep slash suddenly appeared across her back. Maya shouted in pain and dropped to one knee, but quickly got back up. 
 
      
 
    The dragon screeched out in pain and stumbled a few feet back, bumping into one of the houses and knocking down the wall. 
 
      
 
    "Maya! Watch it with the blood magic, you're going to kill yourself!" Drake called out. 
 
      
 
    "I only used one blood magic spell, the rest of my attacks are all normal magic. I'm fine." Maya called back. She glanced back to see that Amanda had been carried over to Em, and Em was now healing her. She wished blood magic wounds could be healed, it would make things so much easier if she could just stab something and let her signet heal the wound. But blood magic wounds were special, nothing could heal them, she'd be stuck with that wound for at least a week. 
 
      
 
    The dragon was struggling to stand. Due to Mendelen's signet sapping it's stamina, exhaustion was setting in fast, and blood loss was becoming a problem. It felt Mendelen standing on its back now, and the direct contact was draining its energy even faster. It had to find some way to break away from the man before it became too exhausted to keep fighting. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen had drained so much energy from the dragon, he focused and summoned an armored clone beside him on the dragon's back. Then another, and another. Their armor was very heavy and Mendelen was summoning so many of them on the dragon's back that it was quickly becoming overwhelmed. The beast was struggling to stand, and the extreme exhaustion was not helping. 
 
      
 
    The dragon focused and was about to burst into flames again to burn them all away, but in an instant Mendelen activated his dark undershield. The black circle appeared under his feet, on the dragon's back, and because the dragon was in contact with the circle it could no longer use any of its magic. Including all of it's fire attacks. 
 
      
 
    "Leave me alone!" The dragon whimpered as it weakly tried to shake them off. 
 
      
 
    "Alydrath! Just give up, stop fighting!" Sarah called out. "We can heal you and bring you to the new home! Just stop fighting, please!" 
 
      
 
    "This is MY HOME! You can't take my home from me!" The dragon rolled over and slammed its back into the wall of another nearby house, crushing most of the clones. The wounded clones all disappeared, and the rest fell off the dragon. But Mendelen managed to stay on top of it. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen used the last of the energy he stole from the dragon to summon another massive wave of his armored clones. Thirty more of them appeared on top of the dragon and this time they all stabbed their spears down into the dragon as soon as they appeared. Most of them took several tries to break through the scales and stab into the dragon, but they struck the scales as many times as they needed for them to pierce the beast. 
 
      
 
    Each spear caused the dragon to whimper in pain, it was too exhausted and weighed down to get back up. The dragon was stuck lying on its side. "Get off me! Leave me alone!" the dragon weakly roared out as it began trying to bite any of the clones close enough to its head to reach. 
 
      
 
    In addition to the clones, Drake made ice chains reach up from the ground to start binding the dragon. Ensuring that it wouldn't be able to get back up. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed when he noticed that it was still trying to fight. He walked across the dragon's body towards the head. 
 
      
 
    "Give me time to negotiate with her!" Sarah called out. 
 
      
 
    "Negotiation is over, it clearly won't listen to reason." Mendelen answered. He walked across the dragon, stumbling a few times as it struggled under his feet, desperately trying to shake him off but not having the strength left to do it. As he reached the dragon's head he broke one of the scales off, then stabbed his sword through the back of its head. The dragon struggled for a moment longer, before going limp. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen made his clones jump off the dragon, then his clones all began marching down the street to start clearing the goblins and spiders from the city. Mendelen himself jumped off the dragon. "I'm sorry Sarah, we tried." 
 
      
 
    "Estellese would have tried harder." Sarah scolded. 
 
      
 
    "I disagree, we tried pretty hard. Amanda almost died. That didn't need to happen, we could have ended this much sooner." Mendelen pointed out. 
 
      
 
    Sarah said nothing. She knew he didn't know what the dragon was saying, she knew he didn't have to listen to the pain in her voice, and she knew he'd never understand what he did. Charley knew what to do, he flew away with Sarah on his back. She no longer wanted to be here. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed and shook his head, then turned back to his soldiers. "You guys earned a break. I will signal for the rest of the soldiers to do their part now. So either rest here or head back to the village. Maya are you alright? I saw a blood magic spell go off." 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine, thanks." Maya replied. "Not used to fighting with a team, saw the tail incoming and acted off instinct to protect myself." 
 
      
 
    "That's fine, as long as you're alright." Mendelen replied. Out of the corner of his eye he spotted a black figure on a distant rooftop. He looked over to see that it was Kaden, again, watching them. He sighed and shook his head, muttering under his breath. "Of course he just watches and doesn't help." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen gave the signal to the large group of soldiers that were surrounding the battlefield. As soon as they saw him they split up into groups of six and began marching through the abandoned city. Their goal was to drive the goblins, giant spiders, and whatever other monsters were residing here out of the city, and to kill the ones who would not leave. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, Mendelen." Drake asked as he walked up beside the man. "I know you have a reason for it, but I'm curious. You can summon clones of yourself right? Why not use those to scout ahead of the soldiers. I saw you send a large group of them out once the dragon was taken down. Why not just clear the city with the clones?" 
 
      
 
    "Those clones take an excessive amount of energy to summon. I was only able to summon that many because of the energy I stole from the dragon." Mendelen answered. "Under normal circumstances, I'd only be able to get five or six by myself. If I went for more I'd end up exhausting myself too much to fight." 
 
      
 
    "Ah, I see. So where did you learn that spell anyways? It's pretty unique, I haven't seen spells like that before." Drake curiously asked. 
 
      
 
    "After learning that my signet let me steal my opponent's energy through physical contact, I went out seeking spells that required massive amounts of energy to upkeep. Spells that would be too costly on energy for any normal person to use. Initially I was looking for some big, explosive spell to quickly tear down an enemy." Mendelen explained as he held out his hand, and suddenly a very tiny bomb appeared in his hand. He then threw it at a nearby house, the explosion it made was just as tiny as the bomb. It let out a pop and a flash of light, slightly burning part of the wall around where it struck. "However, when I spoke to the fairies about it that was pretty much all I got. The bomb was meant to be a group spell, one person summons it, everyone pours their energy into it to make it bigger and stronger, than the summoner sets it off. I can do all that by myself by stealing energy from others." 
 
      
 
    Drake nodded and waited for Mendelen to continue. 
 
      
 
    "Since the fairies didn't have any high energy spells like I was looking for, they helped me to create my own spells. It was costly of course, but in the end I got a small arsenal of summon spells. Which I actually ended up liking more than my original idea of getting one powerful spell that would just blast my opponent to oblivion. I can use these much more strategically." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "Mendelen!" One of the small groups of soldiers quickly approached them. 
 
      
 
    "Yes?" Mendelen turned to the soldiers. 
 
      
 
    "We found a nest with some relatively big eggs a few blocks from here. We can only assume they belong to the dragon. What do we do?" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed and rested his forehead on his hand for a moment. "Damn it. I really wish this could have been avoided. We don't really have much choice, it would be inhumane to leave them there. If they hatch with no mother to feed them the baby dragon would just starve to death, that's a horrible way to die. The best thing we can do for them would be to destroy the eggs." 
 
      
 
    "Do you think Sarah would know another dragon that could take care of the eggs?" Drake asked. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "She's upset enough about us killing the dragon, let's not make it worse by telling her the dragon had a nest of eggs. Plus we have no reliable way to move the eggs over a long distance." 
 
      
 
    "If we had some earth mages, they could make a big bowl of stone. We could put the eggs in the bowl and have the earth mages levitate it alongside us as we walk." Drake suggested. "I've done that with my ice before, for smaller things." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I know. But what if we get attacked along the way? They'd have to drop the eggs. It would be too risky. It isn't really worth risking lives over a few eggs. I would have gladly used that idea if the dragon was alive and agreed to move to the new home, but there's not much point now. The best thing we can do would be to destroy them. That way they don't hatch and suffer." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    The soldiers seemed unsure, they hesitated. "I can do it if you are not comfortable doing it." Mendelen reassured them. 
 
      
 
    The soldiers nodded. "Yeah, thanks." One of them said before the group left again to resume their work. 
 
      
 
    "You coming with?" Mendelen asked Drake. 
 
      
 
    "No. Don't feel like getting dragged into being a part of any cities, armies, or anything. Remember?" Drake replied "Good luck." He turned and began walking away from the city. 
 
      
 
    "You too. Be safe." Mendelen summoned another tiny bomb in his hand, then he focused on it and it slowly began to grow. When it was about the size of a basketball he began walking off to destroy the eggs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took Mendelen and the soldiers sixteen hours before they finally cleared the city of most of the monsters within it. Seven of the soldiers died trying to take the city back, but everyone from Mendelen's specially selected forces who stayed survived. However, that group was disbanded immediately after the city was taken back. Drake had already left, Maya also wanted to travel the world alone, Amanda and Em set out to resume traveling together, and Sarah never returned. 
 
      
 
    For the next week they would be cleaning up the city. Removing all the bodies, cleaning the messes the goblins left behind, patching up the buildings. By the end of the week their hard work was paying off, the city was functioning again. With some solar panels donated from Zanath the city had power, and most of it had been cleaned up enough for people to live in. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen was working near the soldiers, helping them clean up one of the untouched sections of the city. He stopped and sighed when he heard the familiar clanking of metal boots behind him. 
 
      
 
    "A second city? One in the middle of the open field at that?" Kaden questioned. 
 
      
 
    "You saw me take it back. And if you're spying as much as I assume you are with those tiny portals, you should already know about this Kaden." Mendelen stated as he stood up and turned to face him. He noticed that Kaden had a new accessory. He was now wearing a black cape, added to his black spiky armor it just made him look even more menacing and intimidating. 
 
      
 
    "Well yeah, I knew about this a long time ago. But I mean, can't I at least pretend you don't know I was spying on you all? When you found out about it there was no big reveal, no real surprise. I was expecting something like 'Gasp! Kaden is spying on us! Why would he do this? What is he up to? Let's go investigate!' Or, you know, let's go say hi. Something like that." Kaden made his over dramatic imitation of what he thought they would have said, then shrugged. "But no, you saw me spying and just kinda shrugged it off, as if this was no big deal. That takes all the fun out of it you know." 
 
      
 
    "This isn't a game Kaden" Mendelen flatly stated. 
 
      
 
    "I dunno about you but I'm having my fun. Maybe you'd be less stuck up if you had more fun." Kaden jeered. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen gave him an unamused look. "I am busy saving lives, this isn't meant to be fun. It's hard work." 
 
      
 
    "In what way is taking this city back saving lives?" Kaden questioned. "This city is even less defensible than the other village, it's in the middle of an open grassy field that's full of monsters. You're just boxing up all these people to be snacks for the neighbors." 
 
      
 
    "You see all these soldiers marching through the streets?" Mendelen gestured to the streets. "That's what will keep this city safe." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, take the guards out of Estell's village. Great idea." Kaden shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "She has her own guards." Mendelen argued. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, and I was telling you that with both your armies there you couldn't defend it. Now you split your armies up. That's worse, not better." Kaden pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Well, we have defended the village for a while now. It's still in one piece, and it's been attacked before, by some pretty tough monsters at that. Zero casualties." Mendelen smirked. "So that right there proves you wrong." 
 
      
 
    "What? You need me to go start stabbing people to prove myself right? I can, if you need proof." Kaden grabbed his scythe, then paused "Well, maybe not stabbing people. More like slashing them, but same difference." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen immediately summoned an undershield clone beside Kaden to block out his magic. "No Kaden, I have more important things to deal with." 
 
      
 
    "Huh. That was the fastest you've ever summoned one of those on me. You have an itchy trigger finger today, I'd expect that from Estell, not you. Stressed much?" Kaden questioned as he walked out of the undershield. 
 
      
 
    "How could I not be stressed Kaden? I'm trying to build a city, trying to save these people, and trying to manage a small army at the same time. You watched me fight the dragon, I had to go against my morals to kill that thing. That wasn't an easy call to make, but lives needed to be saved, it still doesn't sit well with me." Mendelen snapped back. 
 
      
 
    "Congratulations, you made your first big boy decision. Welcome to the club." Kaden shrugged. "Want a cookie?" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shot him a glare. "Don't be an ass. You knew the dragon needed to die, and you knew I didn't want to do it, why didn't you come help? It isn't like you care, you could have killed it yourself and then it wouldn't weigh on the rest of us as much. It wouldn't weigh on your conscious." 
 
      
 
    "What do I look like, your janitor? I'm not here to clean up your messes, nor am I here to do your dirty work." Kaden scoffed. "Yeah, I knew what was going on. I heard Sarah's conversation with it. And I knew about the eggs before you fought it. But I wanted YOU to kill it. I thought that maybe if I forced that on your conscious, if I made you make the tough choices for once, that you'd wake up and realize you can't protect these people. Yeah, I know, that's a pretty big jump, figured it wouldn't work but I tried. Seems like you're still stuck in your fantasy land." 
 
      
 
    "Am I?" Mendelen questioned. "Is it really everyone but you that's stuck in a fantasy land? Because everyone else agrees that the people are safe in these cities. It's been proven. You're the only one who thinks they aren't safe. And you need to go pulling stunts like this, 'forcing' me to do things to supposedly wake me up? Maybe I'm not the one who needs to wake up." 
 
      
 
    "You're wrong." Kaden replied. "The weak may believe the cities are safe, but the strong, the people who live out there and see what the world is really like. They mostly agree with me. I've met many of them. There's a reason why all of those top tier soldiers you had assist you with the dragon left. None of them felt safe within a city, none of them believed in it." 
 
      
 
    "You assume they left for that reason, but you don't know them. I knew them, they are adventurers at heart. They didn't leave because they thought it was unsafe, they went out seeking adventure. To better themselves." Mendelen argued. 
 
      
 
    "That's not what Amanda said." Kaden stated coldly. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen stood up straighter and stared Kaden down. "Yeah, and? You speak to Em? Maya? Drake?" He questioned. 
 
      
 
    "No, just Amanda. I did not have interest in the others." Kaden answered. 
 
      
 
    "Well there you go. Em fully believed in the protection of the city, she only left because she wanted to stay with her wife. Drake and Maya also believed in the safety of the city, otherwise they wouldn't have helped, they had their personal reasons for leaving." Seeing as he won the argument, he turned and resumed trying to repair a door to one of the houses. 
 
      
 
    "Wife?" Kaden questioned curiously. "That's why she wouldn't leave. Maybe I should have invited them both." 
 
      
 
    "Invite them to what?" Mendelen turned back to Kaden and gave him a questioning look. 
 
      
 
    "Your spying level is not high enough to know!" Kaden smirked. "You'll have to find out later." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen gave him an unamused look. "Really Kaden?" 
 
      
 
    Kaden sighed "Come on Mendelen! It's no fun when you don't play along." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen rolled his eyes and went back to work. 
 
      
 
    "You're no fun." Kaden grumbled. " 'Kaden is being so secretive and mysterious! What could he possibly be up to! I should go investigate!' " He broke out his over dramatic tone again, speaking for Mendelen. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not interested Kaden. I have work to do, actual work, not games." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    Kaden sighed. "Well, let me know when you open your eyes and see the truth." He said as he turned to walk away. 
 
      
 
    "I already see the truth, we all do. We are just waiting for you to catch up Kaden." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    "If you say so." Kaden shrugged, before he opened a portal and started walking through. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden." Mendelen stated, and Kaden stopped. "You took the eggs, didn't you? I found the nest, it was empty." 
 
      
 
    "Maybe" Kaden smirked. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden. Those baby dragons are going to starve to death when they hatch. That is cruel and inhumane." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe they will, maybe they won't. Anyways, it's almost time for me to bring the next batch of cookies to the village. Gotta go." Kaden just shrugged again and walked through the portal. 
 
      
 
    "Why are you making them cookies?" Mendelen asked, but got no answer. The portal just closed behind Kaden. 
 
      
 
    Once Kaden was gone Mendelen was able to resume working without any further interruptions. With everyone coming to help, and with the use of magic, the city would be fully cleaned and repaired in a few days. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Next Chapter: The Writing On The Wall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24: The Writing on the Wall 
 
      
 
      
 
    - Immersion Chapter 24: The Writing on the Wall - 
 
      
 
    Mendelen walked through a dark cave. The cave was empty as far as his lantern would let him see. He paused for a moment to lean back against the wall of the cave then took a notebook and a pen out of his bag. 
 
      
 
    "Let's see…" Mendelen murmured as he skimmed through the list. "Dragon scales, check. Golem cores, check. Mythril, check. That just leaves the shapeshifter blood. Good, this is my last stop for today." He pulled out a few diamonds that were about half an inch wide from his bag and inspected them. There were elemental spirits sealed inside of the diamonds, they were slamming their fists against the walls of their prison, screaming something that couldn't be heard to anyone outside of the diamond cell. "And they are all still alive, perfect." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen put all of his stuff back in his bag and focused for a moment. A clone of himself appeared in front of him, this clone carried no weapons and did not have his armor. The clone ran ahead of him into the cave, while Mendelen himself slowly trailed behind it. It took a few minutes of walking, but they found it. In the blink of an eye, a creature lunged off the wall and slashed the clone in half with its razor-sharp claws. The clone immediately burst into a cloud of poison and the creature started to cough and choke on the gas. It quickly ran out of the poison cloud to catch its breath. 
 
      
 
    The creature had a humanoid shape, it's hands had long claws growing out of where its fingers should have been. It's feet also had short but sharp claws. Its three foot long, spiny tail had a sharp, pointed tip. The tail was the only part of the creature's body to have an exoskeleton. It's back also had long bone spikes sticking out of the spine. It turned to Mendelen, growling and revealing multiple rows of deadly fangs. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen grabbed his shield and his spear, then with a wave of his spear three additional clones of himself appeared between him and the shapeshifter. These clones were heavily armored, they carried large shields and maces. Two of the clones moved around the monster's sides to flank it while the other stayed in front, and Mendelen stayed behind the front clone. 
 
      
 
    The shapeshifter hesitated and looked around at the four attackers. It waited for them to make the first move. But as it waited a layer of bone began growing over it's skin, little by little covering the creature in bone armor. 
 
      
 
    "Now!" Mendelen gave the order and the two flanking clones rushed in from the sides, trying to ram the creature with their shields to pin it between them. The shapeshifter growled at them but quickly lunged forwards at the clone in front of itself, dodging out of the way of the shield attacks. As it moved in it swept its claws at the clone in front of it, and as expected the clone blocked with its shield. While the clone blocked the claws, the shapeshifter's tail grew an extra two feet in length and lashed out at the clone. The tail reached around the shield and the sharp, pointed tip stabbed upwards, slipping underneath the clone's helmet and stabbing it in the head. This wasn't the monster's first encounter with an armored foe, it clearly knew how armor worked and knew how to pierce it. 
 
      
 
    The clone was dispelled and faded away. The moment it started to fade away Mendelen thrust his spear through where the clone had been, catching the shapeshifter off guard and stabbing the shapeshifter in the head. The creature went limp and stopped moving, but Mendelen did not move any closer, he cautiously kept his distance for a moment. 
 
      
 
    From the moment his spear made contact with the shapeshifter, many small blue sparks of electricity kept surging from the creature's body, up Mendelen's spear and into Mendelen's signet ring. His signet was slowly draining the creature's stamina and replenishing his own; but upon landing the killing blow, the energy didn't stop draining like it usually would. Mendelen wasn't falling for that one. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly the shapeshifter's head detached from its body and the body lurched forward, taking a swipe with its razor sharp claws at Mendelen. Mendelen twisted his spear to block the monster's claws, striking the beast's hand with the metal handle and pushing it away from his body. Upon contact with the creature's hand Mendelen stole a little more of its energy. The creature lashed out with its other arm, but it was blocked in the same way as the first attack. 
 
      
 
    The shapeshifter crouched down and went to stab Mendelen with its tail, but before it could reach him one of the shield clones grabbed the tail and restrained it. As it turned to attack the clone, Mendelen stabbed his spear into its back. Piercing through the creature's bone armor. Every time he made contact with the shapeshifter he stole some of its energy. But the beast didn't slow down, with incredible strength it threw the clone off itself, then pulled itself off the spear and stepped away from Mendelen. The stab wound on its back immediately healed, as the creature used shapeshifting to rebuild that part of its body. It's head also immediately regrew. 
 
      
 
    As the shapeshifter's bone armor finished growing over its body, a second layer of bone armor began growing over the first. It was little by little making the armor stronger and stronger, intent on eventually strengthening the armor enough to be immune to Mendelen's spear. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen took a stab at the shapeshifter from behind, causing it to spin around and grab his spear by the handle, blocking the attack. But upon contact with the spear Mendelen began sapping its energy again. While the shapeshifter was distracted the clone that was still standing rushed in from behind and went to slam its mace into the shapeshifter's back. But the attack didn't go unnoticed, the shapeshifter tail doubled in length and stabbed at the clone before it could get too close. 
 
      
 
    The clone quickly raised its shield to block, but the pointed end of the bone tail pierced through the shield and the clone's armor. The shapeshifter had been sharpening its tail, and it was finally sharp and dense enough to pierce through the metal armor. The clone immediately disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen's last clone was starting to get back up, but was moving slow due to all the heavy armor. Before it could get back on its feet the shapeshifter's tail lashed out at it and stabbed through its chest, dispelling the last of his clones. 
 
      
 
    The shapeshifter tried pulling the spear out of Mendelen's hands, and the two of them began to struggle over it. Mendelen was holding his ground and keeping his grip on the spear, but with each passing second the shapeshifter was making the muscles in its arms grow stronger and stronger, it was slowly starting to overpower Mendelen. Mendelen remained calm and just continued sapping its energy through its contact with his spear. 
 
      
 
    The shapeshifter eventually overpowered him and ripped the spear out of his hands. It threw the spear into the cave wall as far from Mendelen as it could throw, then it jumped at Mendelen, attempting to tackle him. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen stopped the beast's tackle by bashing it in the face with his shield and knocking it backwards. It landed on its feet, and while it was stunned from the blow Mendelen stepped forwards and side-kicked the beast in the stomach. The kick knocked the shapeshifter a few feet backwards and knocked it off its feet. Before it could get up, Mendelen grabbed his dagger and flung it into the beast's stomach, it pierced through the bone armor, but only just barely. 
 
      
 
    The shapeshifter screeched out in pain then removed the dagger and got back up. Using shapeshifting again to close the wound and repair its stomach. It growled in frustration and charged Mendelen head-on. Lashing out at him with its right claw, followed immediately by its tail stabbing over its shoulder at Mendelen, then a left claw. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen blocked the first claw with his shield, and sidestepped the tail, then blocked the second claw with his shield again. Each time the monster touched his shield, each time he hit it, any time it had contact with him or any equipment he was touching, he stole a little more of its energy. The shapeshifter was starting to get worn out. 
 
      
 
    As Mendelen blocked the second claw, he ducked to evade another stab by the shapeshifter's tail. As he ducked the shapeshifter leaned forwards and attempted to bite his neck, where his armor didn't fully cover. But he stopped the bite by punching the beast in the jaw and knocking it back. As the shapeshifter stumbled backwards Mendelen drew his sword and stabbed the shapeshifter in the chest. However, the bone armor had become too strong, the sword could no longer pierce the shapeshifter's body. 
 
      
 
    The shapeshifter thrust its tail at Mendelen again, and this time he didn't move fast enough, it stabbed through his armor. The attack narrowly missed a fatal blow to his heart, instead it stabbed into his left shoulder. Mendelen shouted out in pain and immediately jumped backwards to pull the sharp tail out of his shoulder before it could cause any more damage. He looked up at the shapeshifter, expecting a follow-up attack, but it didn't attack again. It kept a little distance and waited. Why? 
 
      
 
    Within seconds Mendelen figured out what it was waiting for. An intense burning sensation began shooting down his arm and through his chest. He realized immediately that the shapeshifter had developed a fast spreading, and lethal poison within its tail during the fight. His defensive strategy, the one that always brought him victory, was faltering. For the first time in two years, his defenses were useless. No matter how tough his armor, or how sturdy his defensive formation, the beast was just cutting through it. Defense alone was not going to work here. 
 
      
 
    The shapeshifter was slowly starting to grow a second and third tail. It was expecting a retaliation, and was preparing to tear the human's armor apart. But for the time being, it just watched and waited for the poison to do its job. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen took a deep breath and formulated a new plan of attack. He had stolen a lot of the monster's energy, so he had plenty of extra stamina for his spells and clones. He focused and four unarmed clones of himself appeared behind him. The four unarmed clones each pressed their palms together, sat on the floor, and started to meditate. They each gained a green aura that stretched out to touch Mendelen. When he was surrounded by their auras, his wound slowly started to heal. Mendelen readied his sword, and charged at the beast head-on. 
 
      
 
    The shapeshifter braced itself, and as Mendelen closed in it stabbed its tail out at him. Mendelen ducked under the tail, then summoned a clone of himself right next to she shapeshifter. This clone was different, this one was unarmored but carried a giant scythe. As soon as it appeared it slashed its scythe at the shapeshifter with incredible strength. The shapeshifter tried to evade the attack, but it couldn't move fast enough. The blade of the scythe pierced clean through the shapeshifter's bone armor and severed its arm. 
 
      
 
    The shapeshifter's tail panickedly snapped around to stab the scythe-clone, dispersing it immediately. But as it was dealing with the clone Mendelen rushed in and threw a powerful front-kick at the beast's chest, knocking it backwards. The shapeshifter stumbled backwards, and suddenly one of Mendelen's armored clones appeared behind it. 
 
      
 
    This clone crouched down and held its shield over its head. As the shapeshifter stumbled backwards it fell onto the massive shield and the clone immediately sprang off the ground then disappeared, throwing the beast into the air. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen knew he had it now, it couldn't dodge in mid-air. Six more clones of himself appeared along the edges of the cave, these ones were also unarmored but they carried bows and arrows. As soon as they appeared they unleashed a hail of arrows at the shapeshifter. The shapeshifter was struck with twelve arrows, all over its body, before it suddenly grew wings and began avoiding the other arrows in mid-air. 
 
      
 
    The shapeshifter screeched out in pain and frustration. It reached behind itself and tore off two of the sharp spikes on its back, then threw those spikes down at the archers. Two of the archers were impaled and dispelled. The bone spikes regrew, and the wounds caused by the arrows also regrew and healed immediately, but the beast was slowing down. All the energy Mendelen stole, all the energy waisted shape shifting over and over. As it went to break off two more spikes an arrow struck one of its wings and tore the wing apart. The shapeshifter screeched out in pain again and fell to the ground, only to be shot several more times by arrows. 
 
      
 
    The shapeshifter scrambled to its feet as soon as it hit the dirt and lunged at the archers. Its three tails each grew extra long and lashed out at a different archer, piercing and dispelling three more of them. As it turned on the last archer another armored clone appeared next to it and rammed into it with its shield, knocking the shapeshifter to the ground. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Once the beast hit the ground, the armored clone grabbed its mace and began wildly smashing the mace into any part of the shapeshifter's body it could reach. Cracking and weakening the bone armor in as many locations as possible. The shapeshifter quickly broke free and tackled the armored clone to the ground, then stabbed its tail down into the clone. But while it was distracted another berserker clone appeared behind it. The berserker clone slashed its scythe at the beast, cutting clean through the beast's body. 
 
      
 
    The shapeshifter was cleaved in half. The upper half of its body lifelessly fell to the ground, while the bottom half remained alive. It immediately regrew its entire upper half, while its tail stabbed through the berserker clone behind itself, dispelling that clone. It jumped backwards just in time to evade another kick from Mendelen, then lashed out at him with all three of its tails. He sidestepped the first tail, and used his shield to block the second two. Both of the tails pierced through his shield, but he had been careful to make sure his body and arm were not in harm's way. With the two tails stuck piercing through the shield, Mendelen threw the shield aside, throwing the tails with it. The shapeshifter tried to untangle its two tails from the holes in the shield they were now stuck in, while its third tail whipped around to attack from behind. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen ducked underneath the third tail, and in that moment an arrow struck the shapeshifter in the back. The shapeshifter screeched in pain and stumbled forwards. While it stumbled Mendelen sprang into action, stepping forward and stabbing his sword into the shapeshifter's lower stomach. The sword pierced through the beast's cracked bone armor and the shapeshifter shrieked out in pain. 
 
      
 
    The shapeshifter's body lifelessly collapsed to the ground. Mendelen had finally found where the beast was hiding it's heart, and struck it. Mendelen dropped to his knees and was panting heavily, gasping for air. By now his wound had fully healed, but the poison was only getting worse. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shakily detached his lantern from his belt and placed it on the ground beside himself, then he grabbed his backpack and quickly began rifling through its contents. He pulled out a vial filled with a white liquid and drank it as quickly as he could. It was an antidote, it wasn't strong enough to cure poison this strong, but it could slow the poison down long enough for him to seek out the aid he needed. With that out of the way, Mendelen quickly grabbed six empty vials. He uncapped the vials and began to fill them with the shapeshifter's blood. 
 
      
 
    With the vials filled he put everything back in his bag. He picked up his dagger, his sword, his spear, and his broken shield. He made the rest of his clones disappear, and walked back out of the cave. Standing right outside the cave was Kaden. 
 
      
 
    "I told you, defense alone doesn't work. You can't save anyone with that." Kaden stated as he gestured to Mendelen's shield. 
 
      
 
    "You were here this entire time and didn't help?" Mendelen questioned. 
 
      
 
    "No, I was tipped off that you were here and needed help. I was here for the last half of the fight and I didn't help." Kaden replied. "You were learning an important lesson about the weakness of betting everything on defense. I didn't want to interrupt." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "Betting everything on offence alone is even worse Kaden." He stated. "And I didn't bet everything on defense. I won, through offence, did I not?" 
 
      
 
    "Barely." Kaden pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "What does it matter to you? It's not like you cared enough to help, so why do you care how I handled it?" Mendelen countered. 
 
      
 
    "I'm here, am I not?" Kaden argued. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed, then paused for a moment. "Wait, who told you I was here? Zanath?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, Zanath and Estellese didn't know you were here." Kaden answered. 
 
      
 
    "Then who told you?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "I have eyes everywhere." Kaden answered. 
 
      
 
    "Real cryptic." Mendelen sighed and rolled his eyes. "If you're going to be here can you at least open a portal for me to get back to the dwarves, I need their healer to cure this poison." 
 
      
 
    Kaden nodded and with a brief wave of his hand a portal appeared beside himself. Kaden walked through the portal, but it remained open for Mendelen to follow. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen started to walk through the portal, but stopped. It dawned on him that he didn't know where this portal actually lead to. Would Kaden bring him to the Dwarven settlement? Or would Kaden make the portal lead somewhere far away? He thought about it for a moment, then decided to take Zanath's advice and trust Kaden for once. So he walked through the portal. 
 
      
 
    As he walked out of the other end of the portal the portals closed, and he was left standing in the middle of the dwarven settlement. It was a large, underground metropolis with guards patrolling the streets. The houses were made from stone, but were expertly crafted with intricate designs, encrusted gems, and seemed to be running off steam-powered machinery. There were lights all over the city made from enchanted gemstones. There was a large palace in the back of the city where the king and queen resided, along with several tunnels leading off to nearby mines. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen let out a sigh of relief and turned to Kaden, who was standing just a little off to the side. "Thank you, Kaden." He then turned and started walking to the dwarven medical facility. 
 
      
 
    "All differences aside, we are still friends, don't forget that." Kaden answered simply and began walking alongside Mendelen. "You may not like my way of handling things, but everything I do is for a reason. I'm picking up your slack, I'm filling in for the areas where you and Estellese are failing. And, in all fairness, you two pick up my slack and fill in for my failings." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen was silent for a moment, before saying "Well thank you. But you aren't very good at getting your point across. You tend to piss people off more than you persuade them into believing you." 
 
      
 
    "Making friends isn't my job, that's yours. You're the charismatic politician, Estellese is the hammer of justice, Zanath is our paragon of science, and I am the vigilante. It's my job to be the bad guy that fixes all the shortcomings in your laws and plans." Kaden answered. 
 
      
 
    "Or, you could be one of my leading officers and fix the laws and other 'shortcomings' from within." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    Kaden shook his head. "It wouldn't work that way. Take the villages for example, you sold them all on the idea of being safe in the village. They need to be told that that isn't true, that the only way they will truly be safe is if they all learn to fight and if they all learn to face the hardships out in this world instead of hiding from them. I can't fix that from within." 
 
      
 
    "So that's what this is about? Kaden they are fine, we have it covered." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "No, this was about reminding you that we are friends. That we are on the same side. You seem to be forgetting that, and I am afraid it won't be long before you've completely forgotten it. No matter what, we are friends, we are on the same side, even if we disagree with the way each other is handling things." Kaden answered. "Anyways, good luck with making your new weapon." He turned and started to walk away. 
 
      
 
    "How did you know?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "I have eyes everywhere." Kaden shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I'm turning the power on for Oline city tomorrow. As you know, we recaptured it and cleaned it up. Since it was a replica of a modern city, it didn't need much work to fix the power and plumbing. It's almost a fully functional city now with a lot of people living in it. We are working on getting the electricity on tomorrow. You want to come watch the lights turn on?" Mendelen offered. 
 
      
 
    "I would, but I'm really busy. I have some things to attend to. Thanks though. You should bring Estell, she'd probably like it." Kaden answered before he opened a portal and walked through. The portal closed behind him. 
 
      
 
    "Alright." Mendelen murmured to himself, then he started coughing. He coughed up a little blood, but by this point he wasn't afraid of the poison anymore. He was standing outside the medical center. "Well, let's go get that treated before it gets worse." He murmured and walked into the medical center. He paid the dwarven medics to remove the poison, and to heal the damage it had done. 
 
      
 
    Once he was fully healed, he walked over to the blacksmith. He handed over the Mythril ores he had gathered, the golem cores, the dragon scales, and the vials of shapeshifter blood, along with a large sum of money. As per their previous agreement, the dwarven blacksmith built him his new weapon. 
 
      
 
    After five hours, his new weapon was made. A pair of three pronged katars that were attached to each other by a chain. Mendelen thanked the blacksmith and took his weapons, then promptly left the dwarven settlement. It was getting dark, but he began walking across the mountains to get back to Bele village to meet up with Estellese. He wouldn't make it to the village until early the next morning, and he immediately went to his temporary home to rest for the night. 
 
      
 
    The next morning Mendelen woke up and wandered out to find Estellese. He found her in the hospital, she looked exhausted and was trying to tend to several people who looked very sick. "Hey Estell, is everything alright?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know." Estellese replied. "Everyone is suddenly getting really sick. I'm not a healer, or a doctor, I don't know what is wrong. I switched my magic to Aether so i can heal them but I have no idea what's going on, it isn't helping." 
 
      
 
    "Everyone?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Well, no, not everyone. But a lot of people. Our healers are working overtime, but they don't know what is wrong either. I sent someone to get Cora from the elven village, she has medical experience so I'm hoping she can figure it out." Estellese sighed. 
 
      
 
    "Estellese." Another young woman spoke up. "You really should rest. Whatever this is, it isn't a natural disease. At least not one from our world. There's nothing that can be done until we figure out what's going on." The woman stood at around average height, she was 5' 4", wearing a dark pink tunic top with black leggings. Her long brown hair was tied back with a blue ribbon, matching the blue scarf around her neck. She had brown eyes and tan knee-high boots, and she looked thin and weak, but seemed determined to help. 
 
      
 
    "No time for rest Cathrine, if I'm here helping maybe we can figure it out sooner." Estellese protested, but she along with the other medics in the area looked exhausted. 
 
      
 
    "We just need to wait for this Cora lady." Cathrine replied, then she turned to Mendelen. Her expression clearly conveyed that she wanted him to help get Estellese out of here. Estellese was not in good shape, she was pushing herself too far. 
 
      
 
    "Estell," Mendelen started. "Come on, let's go to Oline city for a little. I want to show you the progress we made. I'm about to turn the power on for the whole city. Zanath got all the wires up and running, I just need to flip the switch." 
 
      
 
    "I need to help everyone here." Estellese insisted. 
 
      
 
    "No Estellese, you need to rest and wait for Cora." Cathrine insisted. 
 
      
 
    "But they need help!" Estellese argued. 
 
      
 
    "Estellese!" Cathrine raised her voice slightly, but cringed at her own tone. "They are going to be okay, relax. Go rest, so you can be there for them when they need you. I will message you as soon as Cora gets here." 
 
      
 
    "Yes Estell, and we'll just be in the next city over. We can get back here pretty quick on horseback." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    Estellese sighed and stepped away from the sick patients. "Okay, you're right. I'll go rest. Let's go see the lights." She relented and stepped away from the patients. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, follow me." Mendelen replied as he lead the way out of the medical center and walked over to the stables, where he had left his horse. He hadn't wanted to bring it with him for his trip through the mountains. He climbed onto his horse and Estellese climbed on behind him, and the two of them set off for Oline city. 
 
      
 
    Within an hour they reached Oline city. Mendelen left his horse inside of a spare garage where he kept some food for it, it was his makeshift barn until he could build the horse a better one. He lead Estellese out to the center of town, a big circular area with numerous streetlights waiting to be turned on. 
 
      
 
    "Wait here." Mendelen instructed as he ran inside a nearby building and ran into the basement. 
 
      
 
    In the basement Zanath was working on adding the finishing touches to a generator, that was hooked up to the city's power grid. When he noticed Mendelen walk in he looked up. "You said you had a large source of magical energy? The generator should be all set up, just need to insert it here." He said as he gestured to a small chamber on the machine. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded and pulled out the six diamonds from his bag. The elemental spirits trapped inside them were still enraged, and were still bashing on the edges of the diamonds in a desperate attempt to break free. Mendelen dropped the six diamonds into the small chamber and closed it. 
 
      
 
    "Really?" Zanath took one look at the diamonds and shot Mendelen a questioning look. 
 
      
 
    "It's temporary, just temporary. Once we find another reliable power source I will set them free." Mendelen explained. "Just don't tell Estellese." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, she'd kick your ass into next week if she found out you were using the creatures of this world as a power source. Can't say I approve either." Zanath stated. "But it's not my problem though, I held up my end of the bargain. What you do with it is your business." He shrugged and started to leave. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks. Once you find a more stable and reliable power source, please let me know. I will buy it off you. I'll even pay more than I paid for this." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    "Sure. Just don't get me involved when Estellese eventually finds out about this and gets pissed off at you." Zanath answered as he left the room. 
 
      
 
    "I know." Mendelen sighed. Once Zanath was gone he flipped on the power switch and the lights in the room suddenly turned on, then he walked back upstairs and stepped outside. Half of the lights were on, the other half were still not working. 
 
      
 
    Estellese stood outside and briefly applauded him. "It worked, you got the power up and running. Well, mostly." 
 
      
 
    "Well Zanath helped, but yeah." Mendelen shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah I saw him leave a moment ago." Estellese said. "But still, congrats. I'm sure the people living here are really happy." However, as she spoke something caught her attention. She walked past Mendelen and looked up at the sky behind him, over the emory forest. There was a massive black cloud of smoke coming out of somewhere to the north east. 
 
      
 
    "What are you looking at?" Mendelen asked as he turned around, as soon as he spotted the smoke he froze, like Estellese, and stared in shock for a moment. 
 
      
 
    "Is that… Coming from Bele village?" Estellese worriedly asked. 
 
      
 
    "I hope not." Mendelen answered. "I'll get the horse." He added as he ran over to the garage to grab his horse. 
 
      
 
    While Mendelen ran off Estellese got a message. She quickly opened her virtual keyboard and screen to read it. 
 
      
 
    [Message] "Estellese! The village is under attack! We need help, the fighters are too sick to hold them off! - Cathrine." 
 
      
 
    [Message] "Cathrine, what's going on?! What is attacking us? Last we checked there was no monsters nearby. -Estellese" 
 
      
 
    [Message] "Not monsters. People. -Cathrine." 
 
      
 
    [Message] "Raiders? Why? We give everything away nearly for free. -Estellese" 
 
      
 
    [Message] "Not raiders. They are too organized, they have a uniform, it's an enemy army. -Cathrine" 
 
      
 
    [Message] "Who the HELL would attack us? What enemies do we have? -Estellese" 
 
      
 
    [Message] "I don't know! Just please get here quickly! They are destroying everything! -Cathrine" 
 
      
 
    As Mendelen rushed over with his horse Estellese was getting message after message from people within the city, all reporting attacks from some human faction. 
 
      
 
    "Get on, quick!" Mendelen shouted as he stopped his horse right beside Estellese. She started to climb on, however, before they could take off Zanath came riding in on a motorcycle and came skidding to a stop beside them. 
 
      
 
    "Bele village is under attack, I can bring one of you there quickly." Zanath offered. 
 
      
 
    Estellese immediately jumped off the horse and got onto the back of Zanath's motorcycle. "Where the hell did you get a bike?" 
 
      
 
    "I repaired a broken one from the city of course. Ages ago." Zanath answered as he took off his helmet and handed it to Estellese. 
 
      
 
    Estellese refused the helmet. "I have my magic barriers, don't need it. Just go!" 
 
      
 
    "Alright." Zanath answered as he put the helmet back on. 
 
      
 
    "Estellese." Mendelen spoke up. "Try to contact Kaden and get him to come help. He doesn't listen to me, and Zanath's driving. He might listen to you." 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Estellese replied as she opened her virtual keyboard and screen again, she immediately began messaging Kaden. When Zanath didn't immediately take off she added a quick "Lets go! I need to protect my village." 
 
      
 
    "Got it. See you there Mendelen." Zanath said before he and Estellese sped off on the motorcycle. 
 
      
 
    [Message] "Kaden! Bele village is under attack. We need help, where are you? -Estellese" 
 
      
 
    However, she received no answer. After a moment, she sent another message. 
 
      
 
    [Message] "Kaden, this is important. Please answer, where are you? We need help. -Estellese" 
 
      
 
    Still no answer. 
 
      
 
    "Any luck?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "No he won't answer me." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Want me to pull over and try? He usually answers me." Zanath offered. 
 
      
 
    "Hell no! I need to get to the village!" Estellese shouted. "I'll keep trying." She immediately began sending more messages. 
 
      
 
    [Message] "Kaden! This isn't a joke, we need your help. Can you help us? -Estellese" 
 
      
 
    Still, there was no answer. 
 
      
 
    [Message] "Kaden! Please! People are dying, the village is in danger, where are you? Can you help us? -Estellese" 
 
      
 
    "Still no answer?" Zanath asked. "I can try messaging him." 
 
      
 
    "No we need to get to the village asap! Just keep going!" Estellese argued. She decided to try one more time. 
 
      
 
    [Message] "KADIN! Where the HELL are you! We need your help. -Estellese" 
 
      
 
    And this time, she finally got a response. 
 
      
 
    [Message] "I'm in ur base. Killin ur dudes. -Kaden" 
 
      
 
    [Message] "You're WHAT?" 
 
      
 
    [Message] "I am in your base. Killing your dudes. -Kaden :) " 
 
      
 
    [Message] "This isn't a game asshole! You're killing people!" 
 
      
 
    [Message] "Yes. I am pretty sure I just said I was doing that. :P -Kaden" 
 
      
 
    Estellese was fuming. She had turned a bright shade of red and was breathing heavily as her mind raced through the conversation. But the more she thought about it the angrier she got. 
 
      
 
    "You okay?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "No. I am not." Estellese growled back, then she got another message. 
 
      
 
    Zanath considered asking her if she needed to stop, but quickly decided that that would be a bad idea. 
 
      
 
    [Message] "Uh, before you get mad or anything. I just wanna clarify something so we don't have a misunderstanding. -Kaden" After a moment a second message popped up, from Kaden of course. "Just to be sure there's no misunderstanding. I'm killing both your dudes and dudettes, I promise I am stabbing everyone equally. Well, everyone in your city, not my own soldiers. Anyways just wanted to make sure that was clear." 
 
      
 
    [Message] "Kaden I am seriously going to kill you if you don't knock this shit off!" Estellese wrote back. 
 
      
 
    [Message] "Kay! See you soon :D -Kaden." 
 
      
 
    "I'm gonna kill that little asshole!" Estellese roared out in frustration. 
 
      
 
    "Who? Kaden?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "He's the one attacking the village!" Estellese shouted out. 
 
      
 
    "Ooh." Zanath replied in mild shock. 
 
      
 
    Estellese started reading through her messages from other people, all of them were calling for help but one stood out more than the others. 
 
      
 
    [Message] "I think I found the leader! There's a black knight standing up on the mountains. Sarah tried to engage him in combat and he took both Sarah and Charley down. I can't go after him, I'm locked down over here. -Fate." 
 
      
 
    "I know where he is." Estellese stated. As the motorcycle pulled into the village they could see the devastation in front of them. The village had been set ablaze, people were fighting everywhere in the streets, bodies were lying all over the ground. The city guards were trying to fight off the attackers, but the attackers were just on a completely different level. It was easy to tell the attackers apart from the villagers, all of the attackers had the same insignia on their clothes. A black phoenix flying off to the left, leaving behind a trail of black flames in the shape of the letter M. 
 
      
 
    There was a man in the distance fighting with forty swords, wielding them all telekinetically. A blue haired man wearing a heavy suit of clunky armor was smashing homes apart with his massive hammer. Another woman was sprinting through the streets at blinding, inhuman speeds gunning everyone down with magically reloading crossbows. Sure, the guards defending the place had equally diverse magic and skills, but they were completely outmatched, and the sickness that had shot through everyone in the village in the city left them all weak. 
 
      
 
    "Drop me off here, I'm going after Kaden." Estellese growled. 
 
      
 
    "No, we need to stick together and protect the townspeople. Kaden could be setting a trap for you." Zanath stated. 
 
      
 
    "I don't care! I'm going after him anyways!" Estellese shouted. 
 
      
 
    "We can't do that, it is probably a trap." Zanath repeated and didn't stop the motorcycle. 
 
      
 
    "Fine then! I'll get off myself." Estellese shouted back as she clapped her hands together and disappeared in a blinding flash of light. 
 
      
 
    Zanath was briefly blinded, his motorcycle skidded to a stop just outside the village. "Or, run off like an idiot and trigger the obvious trap. That works too." He sighed as he hid his bike in the trees and grabbed his pistols. Then he started walking into the burning city. 
 
      
 
    - Next chapter: The Moderators 
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    - Chapter 25: The Moderators - 
 
      
 
    What sounded like the roaring of a dragon echoed through the dimly lit castle-like halls of the underground ruins. Followed by a loud clang of metal and a yelp of pain from a feminine voice. A young woman who had long unnaturally red hair that was tied back in a ponytail, red eyes, and a matching set of light plate armor could be seen skidding and flipping across the ground in an ungraceful manner after she was kicked square in the chest by a thirteen foot tall ogre. As she went skidding across the ground she dropped her spear in the middle of the room, then slammed into the back wall. 
 
      
 
    Inside of the room with her was two ogres, two huge beasts who looked to be muscular, hairy, and pretty ugly. There was also two corpses of ogres that had recently been killed and an eight foot tall green wyvern within the large room. The wyvern was covered in scales and otherwise looked like a mini dragon, four legs, a long tail, sharp teeth, pointy horns on its head, sharp claws, and long wings. 
 
      
 
    As Sarah struggled to get back onto her feet the ogre that had hit her rushed in and raised its club to attack her. But the wyvern charged in and tackled the ogre to the ground, the wyvern was quick to open its mouth and billow out a stream of flames down at the ogre while it slashed at the beast's chest with its claws. 
 
      
 
    Sarah quickly got back onto her feet, in pain but otherwise okay. "Thank you Charley." She said. She stood back up and reached towards her spear, using her telekinetic magic to make her spear spring off the ground and fly back into her hand. 
 
      
 
    The wyvern growled back at her, a normal person couldn't understand it, but Sarah could understand exactly what he was saying. "No problem. But please be careful Sarah, these things are dangerous." The ogre underneath him was dead, so he turned on the other ogre only to see it charging at him. The wyvern was too big to move out of the way fast enough, the ogre's club slammed into the wyvern's side making Charley roar out in pain and causing him to stumble away. He curled his wing in to cradle his injury. 
 
      
 
    Sarah rushed in as the ogre was attacking Charley. She ran underneath the beast and stabbed her long spear up and into its throat, killing the creature instantly. With all of the foes in the room gone Sarah turned to Charley. "Are you okay?" She asked worriedly, then she quickly went rummaging through a small pouch she had attached to her hip. "I got a potion in here somewhere, let me get it for you." She stated. 
 
      
 
    "Sarah..." Charley shook his head. "I am fine, I think it cracked a few bones, but you are hurt too. You take the potion." He stated firmly. 
 
      
 
    "No, no. You are hurt worse than I am." Sarah argued. 
 
      
 
    "I don't care, I don't want you to be hurt. I will live." Charley replied simply, 
 
      
 
    "Fine, how about this. You take the potion, we grab the loot and leave this dungeon. Then you fly us to that new little village that the players are building and I will find a doctor or healer or something to heal me up. I've been there a few times before, I had to escort a group of players there a while back. The village has some doctors within it." Sarah said simply. "Estellese is there, so if I can't find any doctors she can help." 
 
      
 
    Charley sighed softly and nodded a little, lowering his body and opening his mouth. "Alright, fine." He relented. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." Sarah replied with a smile as she poured the potion into his mouth. While the potion worked its magic she rushed over to the chest and collected its loot. She would return to her friend to wait out the remaining few minutes of the potion's paralysis effects. Once Charley was healed and ready they left the dungeon. They walked outside, Sarah climbed onto Charley's back, then he took flight setting off towards Bele village. 
 
      
 
    But, as Sarah and Charley flew towards the village all they saw was smoke and fire. "No... What's going on?" Sarah couldn't believe the destruction she saw. This city was supposed to be a safe haven for those who couldn't fight, where were the guards? The two of them flew over the rooftops, looking around to try and figure out what monster was attacking the village and causing all this devastation. But... There were no monsters here. The farmers were screaming and fleeing through the streets, and they were being chased down and killed by other humans. It seemed like all of the humans that were attacking wore long white capes with an insignia of a black phoenix that was flying to the right, leaving behind a trail of black flames that formed the shape of the letter M. 
 
      
 
    Sarah watched in horror from the air as the people in the peaceful village were being slaughtered. The adventurers and monster hunters who were guarding the city were all trying to fight off the attackers, but something was wrong, the guards and adventurers were not fighting at their best. On top of that these invading humans were on a completely different level from everyone else, they were tearing apart even the strongest village guards almost effortlessly. 
 
      
 
    Standing in the center of town was a tall blonde man. He was shirtless, wearing only pants and this little red hoodie that looked like it belong to a small child. He had the hood on his head, mostly covering his blonde hair, and he had his arms through the sleeves, the rest of the small hoodie just kinda hung behind him because it was too small for him to wear. He was the only attacker who was not wearing a cape, but he fought alongside the people who did, and the hoodie he wore had the same insignia as the others. He also wore a long chain of larger than normal dog tags around his belt. His name was Damion, Sarah knew him all too well. She hadn't known he was still alive. He stood in the center of town with corpses and blood covering the ground around him, and he had the biggest grin on his face, as if he had just won the lottery. 
 
      
 
    Three of the guards charged at him, intending to bring him down as quickly as possible. The first guard attacked him from the front, stabbing his sword for Damion's chest. The other two moved in to the sides and were prepared to grab Damion when he tried to dodge the first one's sword. But Damion did not dodge, he stood still and did nothing as the first guard's sword stabbed into his chest. The sword only pierced an inch into Damion's body before stopping as if it hit a wall. And Damion, when he saw the look of pure confusion on the guard's face he just grinned even wider and started laughing as if it was the funniest thing ever. "Stupid." He laughed, and in one swift motion he slashed his knife through the guard's throat. 
 
      
 
    As the first guard lifelessly fell to the ground the other two began to panic, they both rushed in and slashed for Damion's ribs from both sides. And just like before Damion did not stop them, he let the guards cut into him, it only made him laugh even more as their swords were stopped again after cutting just a inch into him. It hurt, it was extremely painful, but Damion loved the pain, it made him feel alive, it made it so much more thrilling to kill the person who had hurt him. His wounds were forming a puddle of blood at his feet, and all of a sudden the blood at his feet hardened, becoming as strong as steel, then two large spikes made out of the steel blood shot up from the puddle and impaled the two guards. 
 
      
 
    The guards had seen magic before, everyone could use it, but they had never seen anything like this. They had never seen a man with steel blood, it was so unexpected the guards were caught off guard and were killed on the spot. 
 
      
 
    Sarah was horrified, she wanted to swoop down and help but what could she do against the steel blooded man with just her spear? She never took the time to learn any magic, aside from her telekinesis which she didn't know well enough to attack with. As she surveyed the battlefield she saw another man, who she knew as Zadar. He was telepathically controlling a hundred swords, the swords were all flying around him, attacking everyone near him. Another unknown woman was sprinting through the streets at blinding, inhuman speeds gunning everyone down with magically reloading crossbows. Sure, the guards defending the place had equally diverse magic and skills, but they were completely outmatched. In some cases, by the masterful combat skill of their opponents, or in other cases by the sheer overwhelming power of their opponents, like Damion. Usually not both though. 
 
      
 
    There was a few guards Sarah spotted that were winning the battle against their foes. Sarah felt ever so slightly relieved, maybe there was some hope for the guards to win. A few of these guards seemed to be much stronger than the attackers. Sara was able to spot her former allies, Drake, Charles, Amanda, Em, and Fate fighting off the attackers and holding their ground. As Sarah watched Fate, she noticed that the woman was a lot stronger then when she had last seen her. Fate was fighting with some sort of magic cards. Although, it made Sarah wonder where Brooke, Elliott, and the others from her group were. She saw Fate charge Damion head on, only to throw a card at him and jump away at the last second. The card stuck to the confused Damion's forehead, and then suddenly the card was struck by lightning, and Damion was knocked out cold in an instant. The man was powerful but not very smart. 
 
      
 
    But as Fate rushed forwards to finish Damion off a portal suddenly opened right behind her, and a massive scythe swung out of the portal. In a panicked effort to save herself Fate used one card to summon a set of thick plate armor over her body, but the scythe hit her so hard that it cut through the plate armor and cut deeply into her side, sending her flying into a nearby wall. Her armor saved her from being cleaved in half, but she was incapacitated and wounded too badly to move. 
 
      
 
    Sarah watched, and realized why this battle was so incredibly one sided. Every guard or player who tried defending the village, and started winning, met the same demise. The ones who stood a chance and started to beat these attackers were brought down by the massive scythe and none of them knew what it was or where it was coming from. "Kaden..." Sarah muttered and looked around. Eventually, she spotted one tall man wearing black armor, with a cape just like all of the attackers. He was not in the battle, he stood up on a cliff on the nearby mountain overlooking the village. He held a massive scythe in his hand that was bigger than his own body, it looked very awkward and clunky, but every once in a while he would open a portal in front of himself and would swing his scythe through it. 
 
      
 
    He wasn't too far away, and it seemed like he was paying too much attention to the battle to notice Sarah nearby. Either that or he simply didn't care that she was there. Suddenly he opened his virtual screen and Sarah could see that he was talking with someone. He was distracted. 
 
      
 
    Sarah knew that this was her opportunity, she knew her and Charley had to take matters into their own hands and stop Kaden themselves if they wanted to save the village. "Charley, we need to take that man out. He is just tearing apart the town's strongest fighters, and they don't know where he is so they are helpless to stop him. It is up to us." She said. "Watch out for that scythe-portal trick, he can attack us from long range with the scythe by using portals." 
 
      
 
    Charley nodded and they turned to swoop down at Kaden. Kaden looked up at them for a moment and let out a sigh of annoyance. "Shoo!" He called out to them, he opened a portal in front of himself and slashed his scythe through it again. Charley and Sarah knew what was coming, Charley swerved and flew to the side, narrowly dodging the scythe. Kaden sighed in annoyance and watched as Charley swooped down straight towards him, and he saw Sarah thrust her spear forwards, trying to stab through Kaden's armor with the momentum from Charley's flight. 
 
      
 
    Kaden made a portal appear in front of the tip of Sarah's spear, and another portal appeared right in front of Sarah. Her spear went through one portal, and out the other, she couldn't stop it because Charley couldn't see the portals behind his head and didn't stop flying forwards. Her spear stabbed into her own chest and she was knocked off Charley's back, falling right off the cliff. A split second after, as Charley came in close, Kaden sidestepped Charley's attack and threw a chakram made of magic energy at him. The chakram sliced through the Wyvern's wing and sent it crashing down into the cliffs. 
 
      
 
    Sarah fell down the side of the cliff, bouncing and skidding across the rocks the entire way down until she finally came to a stop in the city at the bottom of the mountain. Her spear was lost somewhere along the way. Her entire body was searing in extreme pain, it hurt so badly that she tried to scream and couldn't make a sound. She had countless broken bones and the stab wound from her own spear, she couldn't move. She looked up to see someone walking towards her, and she recognized him immediately. The big, burly blue-haired man, it was George. Like Fate and Damion, he had been with the group Sarah escorted to the city weeks ago. He now wore a huge set of heavy armor and carried an oversized hammer and a big shield, it was shocking how he was able to even carry all of that, he had become a lot stronger then he was when she first met him. She was relieved to see her old ally, until she spotted the white cape on his back. 
 
      
 
    Sarah knew what was coming, she couldn't fight back, she knew she was as good as dead now. She watched as George closed in on her and then suddenly she was swooped up by something else. She looked up to see the familiar green scales of Charley, he had picked her up with his front legs, being careful not to stab her with his claws, and was trying to fly away. But he was badly wounded and was struggling to fly. "I got you, don't worry!" Charley said in a pained voice. 
 
      
 
    At least they were safe now, the armored man could not fly so surely he couldn't catch them. But Sarah looked down to see what he was doing and saw the massive hammer the man had been carrying hurtling up towards them. "Look out!" she tried to warn but Charley couldn't evade fast enough and it slammed into his side. Charley roared out in pain, dropping Sarah to the ground again before he too fell out of the sky and crashed down into the street. 
 
      
 
    Sarah hit the ground hard again and shouted out in pain, but she was trying to fight through it, she bit her lip and tried crawling out of sight. She crawled into one of the nearby houses that had not been finished, but she wasn't fast enough, George spotted her. He did not follow her in though, she wasn't sure why. Suddenly she heard a loud crash from outside, and what sounded like wood splintering, then another, and another. The shell of the house she was hiding in was starting to creak, and she noticed more and more light starting to shine into the house. And then it hit her, he had knocked down the support beams, and he was bashing in the front wall. She started trying to crawl out of the house as fast as she could. But she wasn't fast enough, before she could make it to the door there was another loud smash, and the creaking of the house got louder and louder until suddenly the few remaining support beams snapped and the entire house collapsed in on itself. 
 
      
 
    A bright flash of light appeared on the mountainside not far from where Kaden was standing, just a couple minutes after Sarah and Charley were knocked out of the sky. When the light cleared Estellese was standing at the center of where it had been. She was already exhausted from trying to heal the sick all day, but she pushed that aside and charged up the mountain towards where Kaden had been. "KADIN!" She screamed out, her voice echoing through the mountains. 
 
      
 
    As Estellese sprinted up the mountainside, suddenly thirteen soldiers from Kaden's army sprang out of hiding, surrounding Estellese. They began quickly moving in, intent on taking her down before she could reach Kaden. As the first charged at Estellese with his sword, Estellese's right arm suddenly became covered in stone. She grabbed his sword with the stone gauntlet, then punched him in the face with her other hand. The man was knocked to the ground, but a second attacker came at Estellese from behind with a dagger. 
 
      
 
    Estellese clapped her hands together and she disappeared in a blinding flash of light. Appearing right behind her attacker just a split second after. She grabbed the man by the back of the neck and lifted him off the ground, then in one swift move she made a stone spike spring out of the ground and slammed him down onto it. 
 
      
 
    As the next two attackers rushed in from two different sides Estellese stomped the ground, causing a small earthquake that knocked them both off their feet. Estellese pointed one hand at each of them and fired a bolt of lightning from her fingertips, striking them both. But by now almost all of the other fighters were closing in on her all at once, the rest of the group had caught up. She used her signet to change her main elements to Fire and Air, then she took a deep breath. As the enemies grew closer she created a massive gust of wind all around herself, pulling them all towards her. While they were all blown off their feet and hurtling towards her she slammed her hands together and made an explosion of flames around her, then followed it up with another massive gust of wind blowing through the flames towards the enemies. The second gust of wind amplified the fire, making the explosion even bigger and it threw everyone caught in the explosion away from her. Many of them were thrown off the cliff, while some were just thrown around and badly burnt. 
 
      
 
    Estellese looked around and saw that all of them were either dead, dying, or unconscious. With the trap sprung and dealt with she resumed sprinting up the mountain towards Kaden. Within just a few more seconds of running she could see him in the distance, he was standing on the edge of the cliff, looking out into the village. In a blinding flash of light Estellese disappeared again and reappeared right behind Kaden. However before she could strike him Kaden spun around and threw a punch for her head. 
 
      
 
    Estellese blocked the punch then threw a jab for Kaden's chest, but Kaden took a step back, moving out of her reach and returning a kick to her side. Estellese quickly grabbed his leg but before she could do anything Kaden brought his scythe down, slashing for her arms. It forced her to let go and jump backwards to avoid getting struck. 
 
      
 
    "Heyy! Long time no see." Kaden greeted. 
 
      
 
    "No! Drop the damn act Kaden! What the HELL is wrong with you!?" Estellese shouted at him. 
 
      
 
    Kaden laughed a little. "Well, you guys promised them over and over that you'd be able to protect them from anything and everything. I wanted to test that. I guess you lied to all of them, they don't look very safe or protected." 
 
      
 
    "You attacked right as some disease spread through everyone!" Estellese shouted back. "The guards are all weak!" 
 
      
 
    Kaden shrugged. "Yeah I know. I had really wanted to put mind control chips in all of the cookies so I could turn all the village guards against the village. But through all my research and studying I could neither find a scientific nor magical way to do it. So eventually I gave up and just put three different types of poison in the cookies. To poison them and ensure the antidote wouldn't be found too quickly. Not as fun this way though." 
 
      
 
    "Why! What the hell are you getting out of this!?" Estellese roared back at him, her arms were starting to shake from the rage surging through her. 
 
      
 
    "Well, someone had to show all the people that you guys were lying to them." Kaden shrugged. "Someone had to show them that the village wasn't really safe, so they'd all actually go out into the world and get to work on training. If I didn't do it someone else would have, better I do it now, before they all get comfortable in the facade of safety. I am saving lives, rather ironically by killing a few people, but in the end everyone will now have to learn how to protect themselves." 
 
      
 
    "You're destroying an entire village just to prove a point!?" Estellese shouted back at him. 
 
      
 
    "No. I'm attacking five villages to prove a point. Bele village, Oline City, Era City, Port Redwarren, and Barre Village. All of the human settlements that are currently being built, they all fall today." Kaden replied. "Now, go back to the village, let them all know that you and Mendelen failed. Let them know that they are now under the rule of me and my army. We are the Moderators, we will be watching the world from the shadows. Anyone caught in violation of our rules will be assassinated. Our rules? We are the only ones allowed to murder other humans; we will enforce a general rule of morality and will target those we see as immoral; those we deem corrupt will be assassinated; anyone we deem to be too powerful, or people who we deem have an unhealthy obsession with power will be assassinated; and we will not baby anyone, everyone must-" He started explaining but was interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "I could tell you were a sociopath within the first couple weeks of our adventure. I should have killed you as soon as I realized what you were, but I stupidly thought you were a friend." Estellese growled in a chilling tone. Interrupting his speech. 
 
      
 
    "But I am your friend. You would be wise to remember that." Kaden replied and crossed his arms. 
 
      
 
    "No. You're just a sociopath. I won't make the same mistake twice." Estellese clenched her fists to try and stop her arms from shaking, trying to calm herself down. She knew she didn't fight well when she was too angry and Kaden was really pushing her. 
 
      
 
    "Comeon, you know that turning against me is the real mistake. You've all grown weak and complacent. You can't beat me now." Kaden stated. "I told you this would happen. You didn't listen and now you failed all those people, their deaths are on your hands." 
 
      
 
    "MY hands!? No. You really think I can't kill you? You wanna bet on that!?" Estellese roared back at him as her temper flared again. Kaden's comments had set her off and there was no calming down this time. With a quick wave of her hand a bright red circle appeared under Kaden's feet, and in an instant a pillar of flames burst out of the ground and engulfed Kaden. However when the flames disappeared Kaden was gone and only a portal remained. The portal disappeared immediately after she saw it. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly a portal opened beside Estellese and Kaden's scythe swung through it. Estellese quickly ducked underneath the blade, then reached up and grabbed the handle of the scythe. She yanked the handle, using her enhanced strength to pull Kaden out of the portal beside herself. As soon as he came stumbling through she spun around and slammed a spinning roundhouse kick into his ribs. She struck him hard enough to dent his metal armor and she knocked him to the ground. As he fell she yanked his scythe out of his hands and threw it off the cliff. However, before Kaden hit the ground a portal opened beneath him and he fell through it. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the area all around Estellese turned pitch black. It was like all the light had been sucked out of the area. She looked around quickly and couldn't figure out where Kaden had gone in the darkness. Estellese switched her elements to light and darkness, then created a light in her hand while simultaneously trying to grab hold of the darkness surrounding her and pry it away. Kaden just had a darkness spell, he didn't control it like she did, so she easily tore the veil of shadows off and restored the light to the area. However the first thing she saw once the darkness was gone was Kaden walking out of a portal with his scythe. 
 
      
 
    Estellese quickly pointed at Kaden and fired a beam of light at him, concentrating a massive amount of light to a tiny point, making it into a laser. Kaden had not seen that one coming, and the light traveled too fast for him to evade. The light laser burnt a thin hole clean through his armor and his shoulder, causing Kaden to shout out in pain. Kaden quickly opened a new portal and ran through. 
 
      
 
    Estellese looked around and spotted him stepping out of a portal a short distance behind her. Kaden tapped the handle of his giant scythe on the ground, and almost immediately hundreds of skeletal hands began reaching out of the ground around Estellese's feet. Their arms rapidly grew longer until they could reach her, and then they began grabbing onto her arms and legs, pinning her down. 
 
      
 
    Estellese started trying to struggle against the bone hands but couldn't break free. She looked up to see Kaden create a large energy chakram from the element Aether: Black Magic, then he suddenly threw it at her legs. Estellese tried to break free of the skeletal hands, trying to evade the magic chakram, but there was too many of them, she couldn't break out of their grasp. In a hurried panic, she switched her elements back to her default fire and earth, then lifted the ground under her feet up, lifting the skeletal hands up with her. 
 
      
 
    Kaden's chakram struck the bottom of the stone platform Estellese was standing on with such force, that the magic blade cut clean through the entire boulder and cut part way through the cliff behind it. 
 
      
 
    Once the attack had missed, Estellese looked back to see how much damage it had caused then looked back at Kaden with a shocked expression. That would have torn her to shreds if it had struck her, when did he get spells that powerful? She shook off the thought, it didn't matter, he was going to die right now. She let out a powerful blast of flames that burnt away the skeletal hands then jumped off her stone platform. 
 
      
 
    Estellese charged straight at Kaden, and as soon as he opened a portal beside himself, intent on slashing his scythe through again, she slammed her palms together and disappeared in a bright flash of light. She reappeared behind Kaden, but he immediately walked through his own portal. Suddenly the skeletal hands sprang out of the ground again and started to pin down Estellese, then Kaden swung his scythe backwards through the portals at Estellese. 
 
      
 
    That skeletal arms spell didn't seem like a normal spell. Estellese had a hunch that something Kaden possessed was granting him the ability to use it. She held out her hand and summoned her diamond staff. She quickly used the staff to block the scythe's attack, then focused. A powerful beam of flames burst out of her staff, then she swung the staff and the beam of fire down at the scythe. The heat from the fire melted through the handle of his scythe and severed it in half. As soon as the scythe was destroyed, the skeletal hands disappeared and the spell failed. Just as she thought, the scythe had some magic enchantment on it. She knew Kaden wouldn't have learned any necromancy, even he wasn't that bad. 
 
      
 
    Kaden closed the portals as quickly as he could once his scythe was broken, but it wasn't fast enough. Estellese jumped through his portal and came out of the one right next to him, then she slammed her staff into his knee. As Kaden stumbled backwards she slammed the staff up into his chin, then followed the attack up with a powerful punch to the stomach that sent him stumbling backwards, and then a sidekick that knocked him off the cliff. 
 
      
 
    Estellese knew that wasn't the end of him, he had his portals and no doubt would catch himself. So when he walked out of a portal a short distance from her she wasn't surprised. He was mostly unscratched, that armor of his was far too durable and strong. She watched as Kaden pulled a black dagger out of his boot, then he took a defensive stance, waiting for her move. 
 
      
 
    Estellese was struggling to stay on her feet, he hadn't even scratched her but she was nearly exhausted. She had burnt almost all of her energy earlier trying to heal the sick, and now she was blowing off massive portions of her energy fighting Kaden. She had to end this quickly, if it wasn't for that armor the fight would have been over by now. She was starting to calm down, her mind was clearing up enough to think this through and she knew what she needed to do. She switched her elements to Metal, and Mental: Empathy. She had to win this fight now, she was betting everything on this one move. 
 
      
 
    Kaden walked a little closer but was keeping his distance for now. Estellese made her diamond staff disappear, then focused for a moment. 
 
      
 
    Kaden didn't know what she was focusing on, but he took the opportunity to strike. He opened a portal beside himself and jumped through, springing out of a portal that opened beside Estellese and punching her hard in the stomach. 
 
      
 
    Estellese was knocked out of her focus and stumbled backwards. She caught her footing almost immediately and threw another spin-kick at him, striking his ribs and knocking him aside again. This was starting to hurt, every time she struck his armor it hurt her, and the spikes on his armor were starting to leave her arms and legs covered in little cuts. 
 
      
 
    Kaden quickly stumbled back onto his feet and spun around, he went to run back at her but by that point she had finished focusing for her spell. Using her Aether: Empathy magic she forced her way into Kaden's mind and immediately inflicted an overwhelming fear on him. The fear caused Kaden to freeze in his place for a moment, he took a few steps backwards as he tried to regain control over his mind and his emotions. He couldn't take another step towards her. 
 
      
 
    In the brief second he was frozen Estellese used her metal magic to take control of Kaden's metal armor, then while he was unable to resist her spell she tore it apart. His armor shattered into pieces and the pieces were thrown all over the mountainside. When Kaden regained control of himself all he had left to fight with was his dagger. His armor was gone, he was vulnerable now. 
 
      
 
    But Estellese was out of energy now, she was struggling to catch her breath, struggling to stay standing, and was fighting to stay conscious. She kept her focus on Kaden, and her elements changed back to fire and earth, she no longer had the energy for her signet to work. She watched as Kaden adjusted his grip on his knife to a reverse grip, then she resummoned her diamond staff and unfolded her wings from her back. 
 
      
 
    Estellese watched as Kaden charged straight at her, she focused for a moment and used her barrier spell to give herself some magical armor to protect herself from attacks, then she readied herself. Kaden charged her head-on but at the last second jumped through a portal and lunged at her from the side. 
 
      
 
    Estellese spun around and blocked his knife with her staff, then twisted the staff to strike him in the face. Kaden quickly backed off to evade the attack, then threw a side kick back at her. Estellese slammed her staff into his leg to block the attack, then leaned forward and punched him in the face. The force from the blow threw him backwards but as he hit the ground, a portal opened beneath himself and he fell through it. 
 
      
 
    Kaden fell out of a portal up in the air behind Estellese. Estellese spun around in an attempt to strike him down but he immediately fell through another portal and she missed. Kaden came flying out of a portal to her side and slammed into her, knocking them both to the ground. Kaden immediately pinned her down and stabbed his knife down into her shoulder, but the attack was blocked by her magic barrier. Estellese grabbed his wrist but Kaden slammed his other fist down on her chest and shattered the magic barrier. 
 
      
 
    Estellese kept a firm grip on his knife-holding wrist and twisted it, forcing him to drop the knife. She then slammed her other fist into the side of his head. Kaden was staggered by the blow and his head was badly bleeding by now, but he quickly pinned her other arm down. Estellese took a deep breath, then spat flames at Kaden's face, only for Kaden to open a small portal between them sending the flames off somewhere else in the mountain. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the portal disappeared Estellese headbutted Kaden and threw him off herself. The moment she saw Kaden stumbling back she stomped her foot and made the earth under his feet shift, throwing him off balance. As Kaden stumbled and fell she made a massive spiked stone pillar spring from the ground underneath him, aiming to stab it through his chest as he fell onto it. 
 
      
 
    But Kaden just opened a portal between himself and the spike and he fell through the portal. He landed a short distance away on the ground and sprang back onto his feet. As soon as his feet touched the ground stone chains sprang from the ground and tried grabbing onto him. Kaden quickly and swiftly evaded the chains, but the more he moved the more chains sprang from the ground, and they all chased him down. Eventually there was too many, but Kaden just opened another portal and jumped through it to move himself far away from the chains. 
 
      
 
    "Dammit Kaden!" Estellese roared at him. "You lost! You can't beat me! Stop running away with those damn portals and accept it." It was infuriating! She would have won this fight a hundred times over by now if he didn't have those stupid portals to save him every time he screwed up. 
 
      
 
    "Why would I do that?" Kaden asked. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he started to speak Estellese blasted a massive fireball at him, but Kaden opened a portal in front of the flame and sent it right back at Estellese. Thankfully, she controlled fire, so as the flame came towards her she turned to face it and held out her arm, then she made it disappear. She spun back around to face Kaden, who was running at her again. She threw a massive boulder at him, and he just opened a portal to redirect the boulder somewhere else. 
 
      
 
    But as the boulder neared the portal, she made it shatter into several smaller boulders. A few went through the portal, and the rest scattered in random directions around Kaden. Then, suddenly, all the boulders shattered again into small, one foot long, sharp stone spikes that all fired back at Kaden from every direction possible. There was no way his portals could block that. 
 
      
 
    Kaden immediately opened a portal and dove through it to get himself out of the line of fire, a few of the spikes had struck him, but he was mostly unharmed. As soon as Estellese figured out where Kaden had teleported to, she lifted her arm and another massive boulder rose from the ground. But as she swung her arm forward to throw the boulder at him, the boulder lifelessly fell to the ground and rolled away. Then Estellese collapsed and was sent into a coughing fit. 
 
      
 
    "Burnt up all of your stamina already?" Kaden asked. "Ya probably shouldn't have come alone." 
 
      
 
    "Shut up!" Estellese coughed out. 
 
      
 
    "I told you you couldn't win." Kaden shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "SHUT UP!" Estellese screamed at him with a sudden, yet brief burst of energy. But her shouting sent her back into another coughing fit. 
 
      
 
    "But that wouldn't be any fun, I like talking." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "What do you want Kaden? You gonna kill me?" Estellese breathlessly growled back. 
 
      
 
    "Why would I do that? We are friends after all." Kaden answered as he walked over and started picking up the broken pieces of his scythe. 
 
      
 
    Estellese just growled back at him. She sat up, and her eyes remained locked on him, giving him a deathglare. 
 
      
 
    "Plus, if I killed you my plans would never work. I need you, I can't do this without you. I need both you and Mendelen. I'm not a leader, you guys are. I need someone to go back to the people who survived, and tell them how the new world order will be. I need someone to lead them, to make a new community, and to teach them how to really survive in this world." Kaden replied. "They were not safe in your village. You and Mendelen rounded everyone up to be slaughtered, just like I said. Now you need to lead them and help them to survive, to grow stronger through all of this. I know you will." 
 
      
 
    "No. We'll just make a new community, the same as before, and this time we will hunt you down and kill you first." Estellese growled back. 
 
      
 
    "You think anyone is going to buy that now? You think that if you offer a city where everyone is 'safe' again, after this failure, that people will come to it and expect to be safe?" Kaden asked. "They won't believe you, either of you, anymore. Make use of this destruction, go back and rally them all, they won't believe you if you say they will be safe. But they will believe you if you say that the Moderators are forcing you to train them. To make them learn to fight. They are all scared now, and now need someone to show them how to survive." 
 
      
 
    "No! Screw that! MY city WAS safe! Safe from monsters! MONSTERS Kaden! It was not prepared to be attacked by an f*ing army lead by some asshole with superpowers while everyone was ill. We were NEVER ready for that and I NEVER thought we were. But we WILL be now. You and your moronic army will be wiped out!" Estellese shouted back at him, slowly starting to catch her breath. 
 
      
 
    Kaden sighed, "Neither of you will listen to me. It's over. I already won. While we were fighting my soldiers destroyed the village, and then I opened portals to send them to all the other growing cities and villages. Not to destroy those, but to take them over and kick everyone out." 
 
      
 
    "Why are you only destroying mine!?" Estellese shouted back at him. 
 
      
 
    "To make a point. Yours had the promise of safety, the promise to protect everyone. Now it is destroyed, anyone seeking the safety of the village will see what happens when people want to pretend they can have a safe place to hide." Kaden answered. 
 
      
 
    "I will kill you Kaden." Estellese growled. "You got lucky today, I was exhausted before our fight even begun. Next time you aren't making it out." 
 
      
 
    "Good luck." Kaden replied. "Anyways, it's time for me to go meet up with my army. The last few battles are being won, so it's time to go celebrate." 
 
      
 
    Estellese just silently glared him down as he opened a portal beside himself, then walked through. Once the portal closed she was left up here, alone, and too exhausted to walk back down the mountain. She didn't even know where to go if she could walk, she couldn't go home now her home was destroyed. And if what Kaden said was true, every city had been taken over now. There was nowhere left to go. 
 
      
 
    No. Estellese forced herself to stand back up, then started walking down the side of the mountain. Moving on sheer willpower alone. Oline city was still standing, there was no way he took over all of those cities. It was a long walk from here, but Oline city must have survived the battle. There's no way the city fell. 
 
      
 
    - 
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    Chapter 26: Rise of the Spartans 
 
      
 
      
 
    " Estellese opened her eyes. She was in an unfamiliar room again, this one was dark and didn't have any windows, but a crystal light in the corner was lighting the room just enough for everything to be visible. Everything hurt, and she had a terrible headache. She slowly and cautiously sat up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    " "You're okay!" Pex shouted out. The little fairy immediately flew over to land on her shoulder. "I was so worried when Mendelen contacted me. "What happened?" 
 
      
 
    At first she didn't remember much, but as she thought about it she pieced her memory back together. "Kaden happened. He built up an army and attacked Belle village. I went to fight him, but he got the better of me this time. He made sure I was exhausted before we fought, so I couldn't fight at my best. He just avoided me until I used up too much energy to keep fighting." She grumbled. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry. I never would have expected that, he seemed like he was good friends with you guys." Pex lowered her head. "But how did you end up here?" She added. 
 
    "I don't even know where here is." Estellese replied. "Last I remember I was walking down the mountain to Oline city, but I collapsed on the way back and fell off the mountain. I passed out, then woke up here." She answered. 
 
      
 
    "That's... Strange..." Pex replied. "Mendelen said he found you here a couple days ago and-" 
 
      
 
    "A couple days ago? How long was I out?" Estellese questioned. "And where are we?" 
 
      
 
    "Three days. The attack happened three days ago. Cora has been here making sure you are alright, and when Mendelen contacted me I came too." Pex spoke up. "This is a bunker Mendelen and a few of the fairies who escaped the village made in the Emory forest shortly after the battle. You just appeared in the bed here a few hours after it was made."br /br / "How?" Estellese rubbed her forehead, trying to get rid of this terrible headache. 
 
      
 
    " Pex shrugged. "I dunno. Someone was trying to keep you safe I guess." 
 
      
 
    " "But who brought me here? Zanath?" Estellese asked, and Pex shrugged. 
 
      
 
    The door opened and Cora walked into the room with a clipboard and a pen. "Oh you're awake!" She smiled as she walked in and placed a hand on Estelle's forehead. "How are you feeling hon? You doing alright?" 
 
      
 
    " "I have a terrible headache, and I'm still sore. But I'm otherwise feeling fine." Estellese replied. "What happened?" 
 
      
 
    Cora wrote a few notes on her clipboard, then took a seat on a table across the room. "Mendelen and I found you here shortly after we built the bunker. Neither of us know how you got here, but you were in pretty bad shape. You used up too much magic and sent yourself into a coma, and you were pretty badly injured. I've been watching over you the last three days." She replied. 
 
      
 
    "What happened in the village?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Well," Cora started. "After I arrived and ran a few tests, I realized that everyone was not sick. They were all poisoned. I'm not sure how three different types of poison spread through everyone so quickly, there must have been something in the water, or something everyone was eating." She explained. "I started healing them, and suddenly we were attacked. I got myself, Cathrine, and everyone else in the medical center out of the village. We found a woman named Fate along the way, Cathrine seemed to know her. She was in really bad shape so we carried her out with us. I'm pretty sure she'll be alright now." She replied. 
 
      
 
    "Did we win the battle?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    p data-p-id="7dbaec83726908801bc24f4bca240899" "No." Cora answered. "We've gone out into the village a few times to scavenge for medical supplies, to help our healers treat the less injured people without magic. It saves them a little stamina that they can put towards the critically injured people. They are also searching for survivors, but the entire village was destroyed. There isn't a single building still standing." 
 
      
 
    "What about Oline city, and the others? Era city I think? Barre Village? Port Redwarren?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Mendelen didn't know it was Kaden attacking..." Cora explained. "He ran straight for Belle village, and by the time he got there Kaden and his forces had left the village through a portal and attacked Oline city. With an Alpha attacking it, and no Alphas there to defend, the city fell. Everyone who survived the battle was kicked out of the city, the Moderators now control it and are keeping everyone out." She explained. "They also took over all the other cities you listed, and kicked everyone out." 
 
      
 
    "... All of those people are now left with no shelter. They won't be able to survive out there, they aren't trained for this..." Estellese clenched her fist, and immediately went to get out of bed. But before she could move Cora sprang to her feet and placed a hand on her chest, shoving her back down to the bed. 
 
      
 
    "No. You're staying there." Cora firmly held her in place until she stopped trying to get up. "I'm not letting you go after him, not in your current condition." 
 
      
 
    "Yep!" Pex chimed in. "You're staying here until you've fully recovered and rested, then me and you will go get 'em together." 
 
      
 
    Estellese shook her head. "No Pex, I can't bring you with me to fight him, he's become too powerful. Either I or Mendelen will have to handle him, preferably both of us." She explained, then sat up again. "But I do need to go speak with Mendelen, I know he isn't going to take this sitting down. I'm not going to either. I need to know what he's planning, so when I recover we can work together to put an end to this." 
 
      
 
    " Cora thought about it for a moment, then focused and placed a hand on Estellese's head. A vine with small white tulips on it grew around her neck. "I have other patients to attend to. Do not leave the bunker, or take this off, I will know. I'm trusting you." She stated. "Mendelen should be at the end of the hall, to your right. He is giving a speech to the army he is raising. Please come back to the room when you are done, you're not fully healed." 
 
      
 
    "I can help heal everyone, and I can heal the rest of my injuries." Estellese insisted. 
 
      
 
    " Cora shook her head. "No, do not try that. You used way too much of your stamina before, your body needs to rest. No magic until I clear you to use magic." She firmly instructed, pointing sternly down at her as she spoke. "Rest, and save your energy for the next battle with Kaden. You need to win." 
 
      
 
    Estellese hesitated, then nodded. "Understood, and I won't lose again." She replied. 
 
      
 
    Cora nodded "Alright, I'll be back to check up on you later." she added as she left the room. Once she was gone Estellese got up and gingerly walked out of the room as well. Pex remained on her shoulder. As she stepped out into the hallway she spotted Fate walking down the hall towards her. Fate was walking with a limp that clearly indicated she was still badly injured. 
 
      
 
    " As soon as Fate spotted Estellese she looked relieved. "Oh good, you're alive. You got him, right?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    " Estellese shook her head. "No, he won." She quietly murmured. "He's taken over the world. The human parts of the world at least. He captured every human city." 
 
      
 
    " Fate didn't take that news very well. "You wouldn't know my group of friends, from before I became a town guard, would you? Are they alright?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, I meet so many new people every day, I do not remember the group you arrived with." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    Fate tensed and took a deep breath. "I'm sure they are alright." She reassured herself. "Thank you." She added before limping past Eladienne down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    "Where are you going?" Estellese followed along beside her. 
 
      
 
    "To join the Spartans." Fate answered. 
 
      
 
    "To join what?" Estellese gave her a questioning look. 
 
      
 
    "The Spartans. It's an army Mendelen is raising to be the resistance against the Moderators. Once he builds up the army, and trains them properly, he's going to go take the cities back and get rid of the Moderators." Fate explained. 
 
      
 
    "Huh, I wonder where he got the name from." Estellese replied and Fate shrugged. "So why are you joining the military? I remember you joining as a backup guard because you didn't want to fight anymore." She asked. 
 
      
 
    " Fate took a deep breath, then shook her head. "I saw Sarah get taken down. I saw the destruction within the village. I don't want to fight, and I thought I could be safe within the village, but this has all showed me that that will never be possible. The only way I'll be able to ensure my safety and my friend's safety, is if I actively fight the evil in this world. So that's what I'm going to do." 
 
      
 
    " 'emThat's exactly what Kaden wanted... To scare everyone into learning how to fight... This isn't right.' /emEstellese thought. As they walked into the main room of the bunker they saw Mendelen standing on a small stage, speaking to a large group of people standing in the big room in front of him. There was drastically more people here, ready to join the military, then she had ever seen joining the city guard or learning to fight in the old villages. 
 
      
 
    " Fate left Estellese once they entered the room. "Elliott? Snipes? What are you guys doing here? Where is everyone else?" 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
      
 
    " Estellese gently hugged Pex back. "Thanks..." 
 
      
 
    "I could tell you needed a hug, it was written all over your face." Pex replied. She paused for a moment to try and think of a way to carefully word her next sentence, trying not to be offensive. "Are... Are all human males that emotionally daft?" 
 
      
 
    What?" Estellese couldn't help but to laugh a little at how bluntly that came out. 
 
      
 
    let her go and took a step back as she resumed talking. "You clearly needed comfort, and I think he did too, but he just walked out. I noticed your guy friends miss emotional cues a lot. What is with them?" 
 
      
 
    Estellese laughed a little more and shook her head. "Yeah, that's kinda just how human guys are, most of them at least. They tend to prefer hiding and ignoring emotions instead of dealing with them." 
 
      
 
    "Yeesh, if fairy men were like that I'd only be interested in girls. I couldn't handle that, I dunno how you spend so much time around them." Pex shook her head. 
 
      
 
    "Well, the three of them are a little worse than normal." Estellese sighed. "I mean, I kinda understand it. I mute my own emotions, somewhat, when around them to not appear weaker. It's a big part of the reason I was so relieved when we became friends. I finally had another girl around who I could be open with." 
 
      
 
    " "Glad I could help." Pex smiled a little. "They're only making themselves weaker by doing that. You'll never gain control of your emotions if you don't express them freely. No matter how strong you act, you're not strong if your emotions control you." 
 
      
 
    " Estellese nodded "Yeah, that sounds about right. I really should take that advice myself and drop the tough act around my friends. I should have proven myself by now." 
 
      
 
    Pex started to laugh. "Act? What act? Have you seen yourself fight? You are scary as hell on the battlefield, far tougher than any of your friends. You just keep your more gentle, compassionate, and emotional side hidden in day to day interactions." She pointed out. "Just don't hide it, be you. Like you were when you were living with me." 
 
      
 
    " Estellese smiled a little. "I'll think about it." 
 
      
 
    "Don't think. Do." Pex replied. "And I've made my decision, this upcoming battle means a lot more to you then I thought. I'm going to be there to support you, even if it's dangerous. I'd be a terrible friend if i didn't." 
 
      
 
    Pex, no." Estellese started. 
 
      
 
    "I'll be fine. I've gotten a little better with magic, and if I just stay on your shoulder and support I can help while minimizing the danger I'm in. I might be an airhead, but I'm not dumb. I can do this." Pex replied. 
 
    stellese's smile widened a little and she nodded. "Thanks Pex. It means a lot." She replied. 
 
    Pex grinned widely. "And I've cheered you up!" She clapped her hands together once as she spoke. "Just to make sure you're all cheery and feeling better, let's make the day extra special, eh?" She reached into her bag and pulled out a smaller bag full of candies, then she handed it to Estellese. 
 
      
 
    " Estellese took the bag and looked into it. Inside was a strange looking fairy candy, which she knew to be similar to a sweet and sour human candy. "My favorite, you remembered." She laughed lightly and smiled a little, quickly taking one and eating it. 
 
      
 
    "What kind of a best friend wouldn't remember?" Pex laughed as she took a small bag of her own candy out, a type that was extremely sweet. "I had brought it to give you one once in a while to cheer you up, but... it's been a rough day, and tomorrow will be tough. So let's just have the whole bag." 
 
      
 
    Estellese couldn't help but to laugh again as she sat beside Pex. "You just want an excuse to eat your whole bag of candy." She teased. 
 
      
 
    "Noooo... Of course not." Pex looked away. 
 
      
 
    Pex." Estellese pressed her. 
 
      
 
    p data-p-id="44593b1e4a503f45a0e1f26f6a9fd79e" "Maybe..." Pex tried to reply in a serious tone, but in the end she couldn't and just started to giggle. "It's good candy though! Almost as good as pure sugar." 
 
      
 
    Estellese also started to giggle and shook her head. "Well, I think I can let it go for today. I could go for a whole bag of candy, and fairy candy is really good." 
 
      
 
    p data-p-id="5690e5c638e500982ba51fe8c6aae2b0" "I know! I don't know how you live without it all the way over here." Pex laughed. 
 
      
 
    The two of them talked for a couple hours, until Pex was sure Estellese was in a better mood. Then they both started preparing for tomorrow. 
 
    When they woke up the next morning Estellese stepped up to lead her own small army. She crossed paths with Zanath along the way, who gave her a brief "Good luck." as he moved to lead his own forces. 
 
      
 
    Once Mendelen and his army began moving, she began leading the way to Oline city. The air was tense, it was eerily quiet. As they approached the city everyone was on edge, waiting for the battle to begin, waiting for a Moderator to pop out of hiding and strike the first blow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 27: A clash of Green and Black 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 27: A clash of Green and Black 
 
      
 
    Mendelen silently lead his group through the forest, marching towards the ruins of Belle village. He walked in the front while his group of eight elite fighters trailed behind him. His own personal group consisted of Fate and her friends, along with Drake and Maya from his previous battle against the dragon and Andrew, a brown haired spearman. 
 
      
 
    Everyone was tense as they approached the ruins, they were all on edge, expecting some sort of ambush or something. But there was none. They walked right to where the center of the village used to be. By now, the village had been completely destroyed. The entire area was nearly flat again, with nothing but rubble and ash everywhere. 
 
      
 
    Waiting in the center of the area was Kaden, George, Vincent, Zadar, and Damion. Mendelen took a deep breath and took note of the fact that most of Kaden's best fighters were over here, not on the other two battlefields. 
 
      
 
    Tensions immediately rose as soon as Fate and her group saw Damion. They all immediately grabbed their weapons and were about ready to kill him. Damion himself seemed to be angered by Fate's presence, and was ready for a rematch. 
 
      
 
    Fate moved to stand closer to Damion, "When the fight breaks out, leave him to me." 
 
      
 
    "No." Elliott growled as he walked up and gently pushed Fate aside. 
 
      
 
    "He's out of your league. I beat him once in the battle of Belle village and I'll do it again." Fate insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Not a chance." Elliott declared. "After everything he did, after what he did to Carley, this is personal. We got this." 
 
      
 
    "Hold up." Mendelen called out. "Don't fight them if you don't need to. These people are among the strongest beta testers in the world, we won't walk away without casualties if we try fighting them. Especially him." He gestures to Damion. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. We know." Fate growled. "One of our friends tried to face him alone a while back and saw first hand that he was incredibly powerful. He was barely human back then, I can't imagine how powerful he is now." She then shot a glare at George. "And I don't know why the hell you're with them. What is wrong with you?" 
 
      
 
    George shrugged. 
 
      
 
    Since Elliott and the others were intent on facing Damion, Fate moved over to stand closer to George while Drake and Maya lined themselves up against Vincent and Zadar. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "Not now. Don't fight if you don't need to." He turned to Kaden. "Just you and I are fighting, are we not?" 
 
      
 
    Kaden nodded "Yep." 
 
      
 
    "So what's the army for?" Mendelen questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Because you have an army." Kaden pointed out. "Plus, I'd be a pretty sucky villain if I didn't have some henchmen follow me around." 
 
      
 
    "So then let's move out, further away from them and get this over with." Mendelen gestured to a big open area that was mostly cleared of rubble a good distance away. 
 
      
 
    Kaden looked over at it and noticed that the location was up on a hill and out of earshot from everyone else."Alright." He answered simply. He didn't take a portal over to this new area, he instead started to walk. 
 
      
 
    "You're going to face him alone?" Fate questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. The plan is to minimize casualties, do not fight them unless you have to." Mendelen instructed, then he started walking alongside Kaden. 
 
      
 
    "So, what's up my friend?" Kaden questioned as they walked. 
 
      
 
    "Why do you bring up us being friends in every conversation we have?" Mendelen questioned him back. 
 
      
 
    "Because you've forgotten." Kaden answered. "Why did you come?" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen gave him a look. "To end this. You've hurt and killed so many people, it has to end now." 
 
      
 
    "Did I?" Kaden questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden! Look around you, a couple hundred people died here, because of you. Nevermind the other cities and everyone who died trying to survive in the wild." Mendelen pointed to the ruins around them. "And don't even try blaming that on me or Estellese. You, and you alone did this." 
 
      
 
    "So I did." Kaden replied simply. 
 
      
 
    "Have you no remorse for all the people you killed?" Mendelen demanded. 
 
      
 
    "Why would I?" Kaden asked. "Do you?" 
 
      
 
    "Because YOU killed them. You murdered all of those people, and you feel nothing?" Mendelen couldn't believe what he was hearing. "And yes I do feel remorse and guilt for all of the people who died under my care. It was my responsibility, and I failed them. I never would have expected this to happen." His voice lowered for a moment. "Estellese is emotionally crushed, she's hiding it but I can tell she is blaming herself. And to some degree, I am too. You seriously don't feel ANY remorse for killing all of those people?" 
 
      
 
    Kaden shrugged. "I have no reason to feel any remorse." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen clenched his fist and lowered his head a little. "Then there is nothing more to gain from talking." He said as he drew his new magic chained katars. He then waited for Kaden to draw his own weapon. "As your friend, I'm going to put an end to this." 
 
      
 
    "How?" Kaden questioned again. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen didn't answer. He took a deep breath to calm himself, then pulled five gemstones out of his pocket. Each one had an elemental trapped inside of them, struggling to escape. Mendelen began to focus, and within seconds hundreds upon hundreds of his special clones began appearing everywhere on the battlefield, and four of the elementals died from having all of their energy drained from them. In an instant Kaden was completely surrounded, the massive crowd of clones, all wearing green armor, encircled Mendelen and Kaden leaving the two of them facing each other in the center. 
 
      
 
    Kaden looked a little uneasy when all of the clones appeared. "You're using trapped elementals? Dude, what the hell? Estellese would be pissed if she knew that, that's… Wrong." 
 
      
 
    "And everything you did isn't wrong?" Mendelen stated. "It may be wrong, but it is a necessary evil. This will stop you, and will save more lives then it will cost the elementals." 
 
      
 
    "Come on dude, the whole evil villain act is my thing. You're supposed to be the hero, you can't be doing crap like this. Stop trying to steal my thunder. You're torturing those things." Kaden countered, looking more and more uneasy as he looked around and realized just how many clones there were. 
 
      
 
    "I don't need a lecture from you Kaden, you've done far, far worse." Mendelen states. 
 
      
 
    "No, I haven't." Kaden shook his head. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed, and with a brief gesture to the clones they all started moving in on Kaden. 
 
      
 
    Kaden immediately opened a portal and stepped through it, stepping out of another portal a short distance away from all the clones that had been surrounding him. But before he could close tot portal Mendelen quickly threw one of his katars through it. The katar stuck into the ground on the other side, and the chain connecting his two katars forced the portals to stay open. Mendelen then quickly rushed over to the portal, and before he walked through he had one of his clones move to stand halfway through the portal, to keep it open. 
 
      
 
    Kaden was a little surprised when Mendelen locked his portals into place, he hadn't known anyone else knew about that little flaw. He took a defensive stance and prepared for whatever attack was about to follow. 
 
      
 
    Once his clone was in place, Mendelen calmly walked through the portal and picked up his katar, then turned his attention back to Kaden. "It's over Kaden." 
 
      
 
    "We'll see." Kaden replied. He focused for a moment and suddenly, his entire half of the battlefield was cast in a dark shadow, making it near impossible to see. Kaden quickly cast a simple spell that let himself see in the dark so he wouldn't be blinded by his own shadow spell. But when he looked up he spotted Mendelen pulling out a scroll to cast the exact same spell on himself. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen's clones quickly began rushing into the darkness, trying to surround Kaden again while he couldn't use any more portals. But the clones were unable to see in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen himself quickly rushed in and threw a kick for Kaden's side. As Kaden sidestepped the kick Mendelen grabbed one of his katars by the chain and swung it for Kaden's neck. Kaden twisted his scythe to block the attack, but the katar sliced clean through the handle of his scythe, shortening it by a few inches. In a panicked attempt to dodge what would have been a lethal blow Kaden stumbled backwards and fell onto his back. 
 
      
 
    As Kaden fell Mendelen stabbed his other Katar down at Kaden's head. Kaden now knew that these katars had an armor piercing enhancement, he couldn't block him and his armor wasn't going to stop them either. Thinking fast he used the handle of his scythe to strike Mendelen's arm and knock it aside causing the attack to miss. 
 
      
 
    Once the attack missed Kaden quickly flipped back onto his feet. Mendelen again swung his katar by the chain at Kaden and Kaden quickly tapped the handle of his scythe on the ground, causing hundreds of skeletal arms to reach out and start grabbing onto Mendelen, and the chain, catching the attack before it could reach Kaden. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen quickly activated his anti-magic undershield to cancel out the skeletal arms, as soon as he cast the spell the arms disappeared. But before he could move Kaden rushed in and slashed his scythe at Mendelen. He couldn't dodge fast enough, the blunt side of Kaden's scythe slammed into Mendelen's ribs. The force from the blow sent him flying across the battlefield, and he slammed into the rubble of a house just outside of the dark part of the battlefield. 
 
      
 
    He was hurt, but his armor had absorbed most of the blow. Mendelen stumbled back onto his feet, then pulled out another night vision scroll. His anti-magic undershield had canceled out his first spell. As he walked back into the darkness, his clones all rushed in and surrounded Kaden. That was, until a blast of black flames burst out from the center of the clones, immediately killing many of them. Although, he still had a few hundred of them left. He kept the clones attacking Kaden as he moved back in himself. 
 
      
 
    One clone rushed in and swung its axe at Kaden, but Kaden quickly backstepped and slashed the bladed end of his scythe at it. However his attack was quickly blocked by another clone with a shield. The scythe cut through the shield, and the clone's armor, taking both of the clones out with it's massive blade. 
 
      
 
    As soon as they were both down Kaden summoned a Black Aether: Energy chakram and hurled it at the clone that was blocking his portal. But before the chakram could make it there Mendelen summoned another clone with an anti-magic undershield attached to it in front of the chakram, making the chakram instantly disappear. 
 
      
 
    Another clone lunged at Kaden with its axe, making Kaden have to side-step to dodge. Kaden responded by punching it in the head, the blow struck hard enough to slam the clone into the ground and dispel it. But as soon as the hit connected Mendelen moved in from the side and again swung one of his katars for Kaden's head. The chain of his katar magically extended to reach Kaden, even from a longer range. 
 
      
 
    Kaden quickly dove out of the way of the swing, then before he could move again Mendelen swung the other katar at him. Thinking fast Kaden sidestepped the attack and grabbed the chain. As soon as he touched the chain he could feel Mendelen draining his energy, and Mendelen started rapidly summoning more clones around Kaden forcing Kaden to quickly let go of the chain. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the clones surrounding himself, Kaden quickly spun around with his scythe, intent on taking them all down in one swing. His scythe cut through all of them with ease, but as he finished his spin Mendelen threw one of his katars and wrapped the chain around Kaden's scythe. 
 
      
 
    Kaden immediately felt Mendelen draining his stamina again. He quickly tried to pull his scythe away, to yank it out of the tangle of chains it was stuck in, but he couldn't get it untangled. Mendelen timed it just right, and yanked the scythe at the same time as Kaden. The handle of the katars gave Mendelen a firm grip on them, and the scythe had no such handle, so when they both yanked the scythe it slipped out of Kaden's hands. 
 
      
 
    The scythe was pulled right over to Mendelen, who immediately picked it up, then sliced it into three pieces and threw the pieces aside. With Kaden's weapon gone, Mendelen quickly began moving in again. 
 
      
 
    "Come on!" Kaden complained. "Why do you guys always gotta break my scythe? That's hard to repair ya know!" 
 
      
 
    "I told you a giant scythe was impractical Kaden." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "But it looks cool!" Kaden protested. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen rushed in and stabbed his katar for Kaden's head. Kaden quickly ducked under the blow but Mendelen just slashed his other katar for Kaden's throat. Kaden blocked the attack by striking Mendelen's wrist and knocking his attack aside. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen quickly kicked Kaden, knocking him to the ground, then he threw one of the katars down at Kaden's head. 
 
      
 
    Kaden quickly rolled out of the way and sprang back onto his feet. "These attacks are coming a little close to killing me, my friend." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen didn't respond. He pulled his katar back and rushed at Kaden again. He started with a right-handed swing for Kaden's head again, but this time one of his clones grabbed Kaden from behind to stop him from dodging the attack. Thinking fast, Kaden grabbed the clone and pulled it off himself, then threw it at Mendelen. It knocked Mendelen to the ground, and in that moment Kaden began summoning chakrams and wildly throwing them out into the crowd of clones. Each chakram cut clean through every clone it came into contact with. By the time Mendelen got back onto his feet most of his clones had been destroyed. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked around at the few clones he had left and sighed a little. He hadn't wanted them all to be lost that quickly, but at the same time they had served their purpose. This fight was over. He sent the remainder of his clones over to guard the portals while he moved back over to Kaden. 
 
      
 
    This time Kaden moved first, he rushed in and threw a jab, but Mendelen swung one of his katars for Kaden's neck before he could get close enough to reach, forcing Kaden to step back and evade the attack. Mendelen then began swinging the katars at Kaden, one after the other, forcing Kaden to keep dodging and evading the deadly swings. 
 
      
 
    Kaden backed away and put a lot of distance between them, giving himself as much time as possible to evade. "Oh… You are trying to kill me." 
 
      
 
    "Of course I am. What did you expect to happen when you started killing all of those people?" Mendelen growled back. 
 
      
 
    "But, did I kill any of those people?" Kaden questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden, I'm tired of this wordplay. Yes, you killed them, no matter who you blame for their deaths, it was you who pulled the trigger." Mendelen growled back. 
 
      
 
    "True… True." Kaden nodded a little. "But, what if they are not dead? What if, maybe, they are not completely dead, but instead are only kinda dead." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden, what the hell are you talking about!" Mendelen nearly shouted back at him. 
 
      
 
    Kaden grinned under his helmet. "I know something you don't know~" 
 
      
 
    "I'm not here to play your games, spit it out." Mendelen demanded. 
 
      
 
    Kaden shook his head. "Great hero, you have not yet unlocked that secret yet." 
 
      
 
    "Tell me what you're talking about or I'm going to just assume you're making it all up." Mendelen growled. 
 
      
 
    "That would be bad. You need me and my information." Kaden pointed out. "How about this? You beat me, in a fair fight, and I'll spill the secret and call off my armies. But I can't do either of those things if I'm dead." 
 
      
 
    "Fine." Mendelen grumbled, relenting to it only because he knew Kaden couldn't win. He immediately resumed swinging his katars at Kaden one after another, as he had been doing before their fight went on it's tangent. This time he was aiming for Kaden's arms and legs instead of his head and neck. 
 
      
 
    Kaden kept dodging the attacks, one after another, and as he dodged he slowly moved in closer instead of backing away. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen noticed him moving in close and quickly grabbed one of his katars as he swung it past Kaden. As soon as he had a grip on the handle he stabbed his katar at Kaden. Kaden quickly sidestepped the attack and threw a punch for Mendelen's chest, but Mendelen evaded it by taking a step back and kicking Kaden hard in the ribs. Kaden was knocked to the ground but immediately sprang onto his feet and lunged at Mendelen. Catching him off guard with the quick recovery, Kaden slammed his fist into Mendelen's chest and sent him flying several feet backwards. The blow broke a few ribs, and fractured his leg when he landed on it wrong. 
 
      
 
    'Same Kaden as always, he doesn't hit much but when he does hit it's devastating.' Mendelen groaned as he shakily stood up and pulled another scroll out of his bag. He activated the scroll and it quickly healed his wounds. However as he turned his attention back to the battlefield Kaden had already closed the distance and was moving in for another attack. Mendelen ducked under his jab and followed up by trying to sweep kadin's legs. Kaden jumped over the sweep and kicked him in the chest, launching him backwards again and slamming his back into a pile of rubble. 
 
      
 
    'And his fighting style is as unorthodox as ever. He's still the same Kaden he's always been…' Mendelen groaned. He stumbled back onto his feet, the blow had badly hurt his back and seemed to have broken his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Kaden came charging at him again and Mendelen braced himself for the attack. Just like before Kaden ran straight in with a jab to the chest, but it was a feint, as Mendelen went to block he pulled back the jab and quickly moved around to the side, then threw his real jab from there. 
 
      
 
    But Mendelen didn't fall for it, he sidestepped the punch and dropped one of his katars to grab Kaden's wrist, then immediately shoved Kaden. 
 
      
 
    he was knocked to the ground and Mendelen dropped on top of him. Kneeling on Kaden's back he twisted Kaden's arm behind his back. Before Kaden could react Mendelen slammed his head into the ground. Kaden's armor absorbed the blow, but he was stunned by the blow. 
 
      
 
    While Kaden was stunned, Mendelen grabbed his other arm and pinned them both behind his back. Kaden was struggling to break out of it, his superhuman strength making it hard for Mendelen to pin him. But Kaden had exhausted himself by casting so many of his chakram spells, and Mendelen's signet was now rapidly draining even more of his energy. Plus with the way his arms were pinned, Kaden couldn't use his full strength. 
 
      
 
    Kaden kept struggling, trying to break free and was slowly making progress. Mendelen adjusted his grip on Kaden's arms to twist it further behind his back, then he kicked the arm as hard as he could, breaking Kaden's arm. 
 
      
 
    Kaden shouted in pain and continued struggling, but the broken arm drastically reduced his strength and his ability to break free. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen twisted Kaden's other arm behind his back and prepared to break that one too. "It's over Kaden. Concede." 
 
      
 
    Kaden didn't respond, he kept struggling but when Mendelen twisted his arm even further he cringed. "Fine, fine. You win." 
 
      
 
    Once he surrendered, Mendelen got off of Kaden. He picked up the katars he dropped and held out a hand to help him up. 
 
      
 
    The darkness in the area cleared, and Kaden took Mendelen's hand with his good arm. Once Kaden was back on his feet he turned back to Mendelen and grinned "Well that was fun. Haven't had a challenge like that in a while." He seemed to be genuinely having fun, but by his tone of voice it was clear he was in pain. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen glared back at him. "This isn't a game Kaden. That's not funny. Now spit it out, what is it I do not know." 
 
      
 
    "There's a lotta things you don't know." Kaden laughed. "My favorite color is red. I do not believe you know that." 
 
      
 
    "KADIN!" Mendelen shouted back at him. "What is it I do not know about these deaths. You said you know something I don't about this." 
 
      
 
    "Hmmm, should I tell you?" Kaden grinned a little. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen drew one of his Katars and held it at Kaden's throat. 
 
      
 
    "Chill, I'm just playing around." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "People are dead Kaden. There is no excuse to be playing around." Mendelen growled. 
 
      
 
    "True, kinda I guess." Kaden shrugged. He took a deep breath, and his expression changed to a more serious one. "In my travels, I came across a dungeon that was unlike any other. I couldn't open portals inside of it. I went inside and the monsters were so absurdly powerful, I couldn't beat it on the first try." He explained. "I knew I had stumbled upon something of importance, and I wanted to get whatever prize was at the end before you guys. Of course." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen remained silent, but did not look amused. He had no idea what this had to do with anything. 
 
      
 
    "I grabbed seven powerful betas I met in my travels, and went for it. It was even harder than I thought. There was absolutely no treasure, it was just room after room of horribly powerful bosses. They didn't even give you time to rest and recover, as soon as you cleared one room it forced you into the next boss fight immediately. Admittedly, only myself and two others survived." Kaden explained. "At the end, here was no treasure, no prize. Just a very strange looking alter. We spent hours trying to figure out what this altar did, it must do something considering all the trouble we went through to get it. Luckily, one of the people I had with me had lost her boyfriend in the first few days of the game. And she had a necklace of his around her neck. When she leaned over the alter the necklace touched it and it lit up." He explained. 
 
      
 
    Kaden waited a moment to let that sink in, then continued. "So we had her place the necklace on the altar, but still nothing happened. It took a couple more hours but we eventually realized that when you open your virtual keyboard next to the altar it syncs up with the alter, and that's where the activate button is." He grinned. "When we pushed the button, the deceased boyfriend was summoned to the altar, alive and well." 
 
      
 
    "Are you serious?" Mendelen asked, he got off Kaden and let him stand up. "So there is a way to bring back those we lost!" 
 
      
 
    "Well, kinda." Kaden shrugged. "I'm not joking when I say that the dungeon is absurdly hard. Even if the four of us went in, as armed and prepared as we could, we'd have a very hard time beating it." 
 
      
 
    "But if we went in with a small army, we could just revive whoever died in the dungeon and be fine." Mendelen pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "No." Kaden stated. "If you die in the dungeon, you can not be revived by the dungeon until everyone leaves and comes back. Meaning you need to beat it a second time to revive whoever was lost in the first attempt." 
 
      
 
    "Oh… That complicated things. What's in the dungeon? What monsters do you face?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know." Kaden answered. "That's the other thing about it. When you leave, it wipes your memory of what enemies were inside. And you can not send any messages to people when you're within the dungeon." 
 
      
 
    "You weren't kidding when you said this was an abnormal dungeon." Mendelen thought out loud. 
 
      
 
    "I just remember that it seemed like it was not meant to be beaten by us players. And that you need an item that used to belong to the deceased person to bring them back." Kaden stated. "I do fully intend to bring back those we lost in this war. Once everyone learns to stop sitting around doing nothing. I just need to prove a point." 
 
      
 
    "You really are a sociopath." Mendelen sighed. 
 
      
 
    "I never denied that." Kaden stated. "But I am not responsible for all of their deaths, since I will bring them back. So technically they are not dead." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden. They are dead, right now. And did you stop and consider the mental trauma you're putting them all through?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah I hadn't thought of that. They'll be fine." Kaden shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "So where is this dungeon?" Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "It's too soon to go revive them. The message hasn't set in yet." Kaden answered. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden." Mendelen shot him a glare. 
 
      
 
    "The promise was information, and me recalling my forces. I didn't promise to tell you where the dungeon was, nor did I promise to revive everyone early." Kaden stated. 
 
      
 
    "I don't care, we're going to go revive them now." Mendelen growled. 
 
      
 
    "Nope." Kaden grinned. "And you can't make me. If I don't wanna talk, I'm not gonna talk." 
 
      
 
    "Prove it. Prove that you can bring back the dead then." Mendelen insisted. 
 
      
 
    Kaden nodded. "Figured you'd say that." He replied. "Unblock my portals and I will prove it." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen gave him a distrusting look, but moved the clones out of his portals. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the portals were clear again Kaden closed them, then reopened one beside himself and a man with his hands tied behind his back fell out of the portal. Mendelen recognized him as one of the soldiers he had personally helped train before the village fell, he died fighting Damion. 
 
      
 
    "So it is possible." Mendelen murmured. 
 
      
 
    "Yep." Kaden replied. "You can keep him." 
 
      
 
    "And you're seriously not going to tell me where it is?" Mendelen questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Nope." Kaden laughed. 
 
      
 
    "Fine. I'll find it on my own. I have a military now, and with this force we are finding and completing several dungeons a day. It shouldn't be long before we find it." Mendelen stated 
 
      
 
    "Or will it?" Kaden grinned. "My portals allow me to travel great distances pretty easily. I've been all over the place. This continent and others. You dunno where I found it." 
 
      
 
    "I'll find it." Mendelen stated. "I have my ways. Now you also promised to call off your armies." 
 
      
 
    Kaden nodded. "Yeah, I did. Hang on." He said, then took a deep breath. "Oh great hero! You have defeated me!" Kaden shouted out loudly enough for the betas who were watching on the sidelines to hear. "My armies must retreat! The Moderators have been defeated!... For now." He grinned and fell backwards, falling through a portal and disappearing. 
 
      
 
    Once Kaden left the battlefield, the surviving Moderators all pulled back. All except Damion. They didn't need a message from Kaden to know that it was time to cease fighting, this was clearly planned out in advance. Damion didn't move though, he turned back to the others, itching to keep fighting. But George picked him up, slinging Damion over his shoulder and carrying him away. "Come on Damion, you can finish killing them later." He stated. 
 
      
 
    After the Moderators walked a short distance a portal opened up for them to leave. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen untied the man Kaden had brought back. "Is he telling the truth?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "I have no idea." The man answered. "I remember Damion slashing my throat and I thought I died, next thing I remember is waking up in a strange cave, and I remember nothing else between those two points." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded. "Alright, lets head back and get you checked out by a doctor." He said as he returned to the his group, they were all quickly rushing to treat their wounded. He sat down in a pile of rubble and opened his virtual keyboard. He sent a message to Estellese and Zanath. "I need a status update, what's going on? -Mendelen" 
 
      
 
    "City is secured, enemy is retreading. Casualties are minimal. -Zanath" 
 
      
 
    "We secured the city, then we got pinned down. Now suddenly they are all backing off, I'm sure they are up to something. What about you? -Estellese." 
 
      
 
    "They aren't up to anything. It's over, I won. -Mendelen." 
 
      
 
    "So then… Kaden…" 
 
      
 
    "Kaden is being an asshole. As usual. I did not kill him, yet, he is really trying my patience. -Mendelen" 
 
      
 
    "What happened? -Estellese" 
 
      
 
    "It's a long story. In short, he found a way to bring back the dead, and promised to pull his forces off the battlefield and concede victory to us if I beat him. Which I did. He also says he plans to bring back everyone who died due to his actions. He won't tell me where this revival alter is, so I can't kill him. -Mendelen." 
 
      
 
    "Typical Kaden. Can't say I'm not relieved that he's alive though. Thanks, for handling it well. What do we do now? -Estellese" 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to get Zanath to meet us in Oline city, center of town, so we can figure out how to rebuild. Also we need to give Era city back to its previous owners anyways. So I'll meet you there. -Mendelen." 
 
      
 
    "Alright, see you then." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked over his small army, once they were all healed and ready to go he stepped up. "Nice work today, all of you." 
 
      
 
    "We lost." Elliott stated. 
 
      
 
    "We won." Mendelen corrected. "All I needed was for you guys to keep them off me, and you did. I defeated Kaden, and this battle has been won. You completed your goal." 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 When nobody spoke up, Mendelen took the lead again. "The war isn't over, Kaden said we only won for now before fleeing. So you'll get other chances to take Damion out. But for now the battle has been won and I couldn't have done that without you guys, we won't his together even if we didn't fight side by side. Let's take the victory and head back to Oline. We will rebuild this village, we'll make it bigger and better than before." 
 
      
 
    Everyone nodded a little, but still looked discouraged. They got up and followed him back to Oline city. 
 
      
 
    After a few hours of walking, the group finally returned to Oline city. Mendelen brought them to the inn to rest, then went alone to meet up with Estellese and Zanath. The three of them met up in the center of town, then walked into a vacant building nearby to sit at a table and talk. 
 
      
 
    "We all know this isn't over, right?" Mendelen asked, and the other two nodded. 
 
      
 
    "So, was he telling the truth? About the revival alter?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "I believe he was, he did bring back someone I thought was dead." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "So what do we do now?" Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I'm assuming that since the battle has been won we are going to lose a lot of Spartans. Many of them joined because they felt like they needed to, they will leave now that things have calmed down. But even with that we'll still have a pretty big army." Mendelen explained. "So I say we get to work on rebuilding the village. Kaden wanted to send a message to everyone by destroying the village, he wanted to leave the ruins there to let everyone know what happens when you think you're safe." He started. "So let's rebuild it. Let's use it to send our own message to the world. We're going to rebuild it, and fortify it so well that even Kaden can't touch it. We'll make it into a symbol of safety for the world. And with the manpower we currently have we can do that." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden would be pissed if we did that." Estellese pointed out. "But regardless, I like the idea." 
 
      
 
    "I know. Let him be pissed." Mendelen stated. "I think he deserves it at this point, especially after he tried rubbing that defeat in our faces the first time around. It's about time we throw something back into his face." 
 
      
 
    Next Chapter: The Alpha Wars 
 
      
 
    (And with that, this story moves on to the fourth and final Arc.) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 28: The Alpha Wars 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 28: The Alpha Wars 
 
      
 
    With Kaden defeated and the Moderators scurrying off into hiding, Mendelen and Estellese spent the next two weeks rebuilding Belle village. They hired three times as many fairies to help build the city faster, and had a few humans who learned magic assist. Within a few days the houses were rebuilt, stronger than ever. By the end of the first week Mendelen had specifically ordered a massive tower to be built in the center of the city, right on top of the hill he had fought Kaden on. By the end of the second week the city was completely rebuilt, it was bigger than ever, and it was heavily fortified with walls and that one massive tower in the center. It looked like the tower reached above the clouds. 
 
      
 
    The Spartans who remained in the army Mendelen had made now patrolled the streets, they each had free housing inside the tower, and a large group of them worked in the upper floors of the tower. The ones who worked inside the tower used magic to watch and listen to everyone in the city, directing the Spartans on the ground to stop any crime they detected within the city. Mendelen also banned weapons and most offensive magic within the city, working alongside the fairies to create a generator that disabled any spells or magic Mendelen deemed to be too dangerous, and it automatically send the weapons of anyone who entered into their stash. His Spartan guards however, had equipment that made them immune to the effects of this generator. The guards were fully armed and capable of using all of their magic. Criminals in the city, or would-be attackers, didn't stand a chance when they were forced to be unarmed and magic-less. 
 
      
 
    A lot of people came back to the city after they saw how fortified and safe it now was. The knowledge that nobody in the city could use dangerous magic, or could have weapons, and knowing the guards were always watching and always nearby to protect them, it made a lot of the people who couldn't defend themselves feel much safer. 
 
      
 
    By the end of the two weeks, Mendelen stood beside Estellese on the hill, just outside the Spartan Tower. He stood in front of a large crowd of people who had gathered to see the official meeting in the center of town. 
 
      
 
    "Good afternoon everyone!" Mendelen called out, with Estellese's magic helping to amplify his voice again. "I'd like to officially announce that this city is now finished. We have built it up and fortified it to ensure everyone's safety. We did not rebuild Belle village, despite building this village where it used to be. We've built an entirely new city, this is Belesara City now. Belesara city will be owned and lead by me, and the Spartans." He announced, and as he announced that last part Estellese gave him a questioning look. "Us Spartans, were the heroes who drove the Moderators back. We defeated them once, and we can do it as many times as we need to to kick them out of whatever hole they've decided to hide in." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen paused for a moment to breathe, then resumed talking. "We have also added an anti-teleportation spell to the barrier protecting this city. It will prevent people from teleporting into the city, which cuts off the Moderator's main form of attack. This city is now a safe haven for everyone in this world, with the Spartans living and actively guarding Belesara city, the Moderators will never be able to take a single step into this city again." He explained. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he finished talking a portal opened right next to him and Kaden stepped one foot out of the portal. "Step." Kaden taunted him before pulling his foot back and closing the portal. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen did not look amused. "And, clearly, that needs a little more work." He sighed. 
 
      
 
    Another portal opened up beside him and Kaden walked out of this one. "Well of course it doesn't work on me. I use portals, I don't teleport. Duh." He stated very bluntly. "And they aren't technically magic, they are my signet skill." 
 
      
 
    "Must you go so far out of your way to prove everything I say wrong?" Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "Well, me and my army are waiting for you to get everything set up before we keep fighting. So yes, I'm bored and got nothin' better to do." Kaden pointed out. He looked up at the Spartan Tower. "Ooh, I haven't been in there yet." He immediately opened another portal and walked through. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden no!" Mendelen started, but he was already gone. Kaden closed the portal behind himself once he had gone through. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked a little agitated, frustrated with how Kaden insisted on trying to damage his reputation. "Anyways," He tried to continue. "Kaden aside, nobody else can teleport into the city. We will work on blocking Kaden out shortly. Regardless, from now on I will be the leader and owner of Belesara city-" 
 
      
 
    Estellese again gave him a confused look, but didn't interrupt his speech. 
 
      
 
    "Estellese is going to be second in command for this city, if I'm ever not around she is in charge. And the Spartans will be the ones protecting us all, so we know we are safe from the Moderators and whatever else may come to attack us. The city may be finished, but it will continue to grow as people open up shops and as we get more and more technology available to us, so let's go make this city the bright, safe haven we all know it can be." Mendelen finished. 
 
      
 
    Another portal opened behind Mendelen and Kaden walked out with a plate that had a half eaten cake on it. His helmet was off and it was clear he had eaten some of the cake. "You had this really good cake on the table in there." Kaden commented 
 
      
 
    "That was a trap, for you, the cake is poisoned." Mendelen shook his head and looked agitated again. 
 
      
 
    "What!? That's my trick you can't do that!" Kaden protested and looked a little panicked. He immediately dropped the plate, but Mendelen quickly caught it. 
 
      
 
    "I can and I did. I gotcha this time." Mendelen taunted him. 
 
      
 
    Kaden swore loudly and immediately opened a portal. He quickly dashed through it and closed it behind himself. 
 
      
 
    "You seriously left a poisoned cake on the table where anyone could get it?" Estellese questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Of course not, I have no clue who the cake belongs to." Mendelen shrugged. "I wasn't gonna fight him in front of the crowd, it gets him outta our hair for a little, at least until he catches on." 
 
      
 
    The crowd had mostly dispersed by now, aside from a few people who stayed behind to watch the interaction. 
 
      
 
    "So you're taking over Belle village?" Estellese questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Belesara City." Mendelen corrected. "And yeah, I'm going to take charge here. It'll be a lot easier that way since I own and lead the Spartan army, and they are the main defense force here. If I control both the city and the army guarding it things just go a lot smoother." 
 
      
 
    "But you control Oline city… You're going to control both?" Estellese questioned again. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah I can handle it." Mendelen replied. "Plus it takes a lot of stress off your shoulders. As second in command you can still run the city, without all of the stress since they'll send any problems to me. You'll have all the time you need to do the things you enjoy, you didn't have a chance to do that before. Trust me this way is better and easier on everyone. You'll still be in charge but will have less stress on your shoulders." 
 
      
 
    "If you say so." Estellese unsurely replied. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, I know what I'm doing. It's still your city, I'm just stepping in as a figurehead, basically." Mendelen reassured her. 
 
      
 
    The two of them resumed working on the city for the rest of the day, it was finished but they needed to convince shopkeepers to come and open up businesses and still needed to make some space for those businesses. The city was much bigger than before, it had expanded so much that the mansion Zanath owned was now inside the city instead of being a short distance away. So there was plenty of space for businesses to come and open up. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the day everyone went to sleep, only to be awoken early the next morning by a few alarms going off. Mendelen and Estellese quickly rushed out of their rooms in the Spartan Tower, spotting numerous Spartans also rushing through the halls to grab their weapons and prepare for whatever tripped the alarm. 
 
      
 
    "That has to be Kaden again." Estellese said as she and Mendelen ran out of the tower and began looking around. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't think he'd attack again so soon, it's only been a couple weeks." Mendelen replied. The two of them ran to the source of the alarm, and as they approached they saw what was probably the most unexpected thing they could have come across. A giant stone wall. 
 
      
 
    The massive stone wall was going from the northern end of the city, all the way across to the southern end, cutting off everyone on the western side from the rest of the city. Etched on the wall in big letters for everyone to read was: 
 
      
 
    "Hey Spartans and Mendelen! Your anti-magic barrier over the city stops working after this point. Ya might wanna fix that. 
 
      
 
    -With love, Kaden" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed and shook his head. "Thank you Kaden, that was clearly the best way to convey that message." He sarcastically murmured. 
 
      
 
    "I got it." Estellese spoke up. She focused and grabbed control of the stone wall, it was such a massive wall that it was taking a lot of her focus and energy to control. Once she had control over it, she made the stone crumble into dust and the stone wall fell apart. Inside the stone wall, was a wooden wall with another message: 
 
      
 
    "P.S. That cake wasn't poisoned! You lied to me Mendelen! :( " 
 
      
 
    Estellese sighed in frustration as she switched her element to wood, then just like she did with the stone wall she grabbed control of the entire wooden wall, then broke it apart into splinters. Inside the wooden wall, was another stone wall., with yet another message. 
 
      
 
    "P.S.S. I'm sorry Estellese, this was not meant for you but I know you're the one who's gonna have to fix this. Just remember, it's Mendelen's fault, hate him not me. -Kaden" 
 
      
 
    "Kaden this isn't funny!" Estellese furiously shouted, knowing he was somewhere listening in. She switched her primary elements to both wood and stone, and immediately tore down the stone wall again. And underneath it was another wooden wall. "Damnit Kaden!" Estellese growled. The wall had another message on it. 
 
      
 
    "P.S.S.S? Do I add another S? I dunno I'm adding another S. Don't blame the guards on watch Mendelen. The wall was built outside the city, then I used a portal trick to drop it into the city in segments. Last wall, I promise Estellese. :) " 
 
      
 
    Estellese was exhausted already, it took so much effort to break down these walls due to their sheer size. She grabbed control of the wooden wall again and splintered the wood, revealing another stone wall underneath it. Estellese took a deep breath and clenched her fists, taking a moment to try and calm herself down. This wall read: 
 
      
 
    "I lied. There was one more. But that's because Mendelen lied about the cake, and you didn't say anything about it. Which makes you an accomplice to that lie! That's my revenge :P " 
 
      
 
    Estellese tore down the stone wall, and this one actually was the last one. With all the walls destroyed there was just a big pile of rubble left behind, the two sides of the city were once again connected. All the Spartans and civilians in the area were standing around, watching and wondering what they were supposed to do now. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen went and turned off the alarm. "It's safe everyone, let's go back to sleep for now." He instructed. He and Estellese turned and began heading back to the Spartan tower, once they returned Estellese immediately went back to sleep, she was exhausted. 
 
      
 
    "Fate." Mendelen spoke up. "I need two of your teleportation cards." Mendelen instructed as he passed by Fate. "Meet me in the lobby in twenty minutes, I need to go get the others." 
 
      
 
    "We gonna get the Moderators back for the wall?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yep." Mendelen stated and walked off. He would return to the lobby in twenty minutes with three other Spartans by his side. Two of them were mages, and one was a tech specialist. 
 
      
 
    "Is this everyone we are bringing?" Fate unsurely asked. "Seems like our attack force is a little small to take them on." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded. "Yep, this is all we will need." He said and then he gave Fate the coordinates to teleport everyone to. 
 
      
 
    Fate drew one of the five cards in her hand, the jack of spades, and focused on it. After a moment the group was teleported into a massive dark cave somewhere in the mountains just outside of Belesara city. There was a small, and very simplistic village in here. 
 
      
 
    Fate and the other Spartans curiously looked around, they had never been here before. But Mendelen knew exactly where to go. He lead the group up an incline to a small house that sat at the top. 
 
      
 
    "Set up the turrets at the for corners of the house." Mendelen instructed, and the tech expert went off to do just that. 
 
      
 
    "Is this his home?" Fate questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden? Yes." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    Fate nodded and readied her cards, preparing for a fight. But a fight never happened. After the tech expert finished setting up the turrets he returned to Mendelen. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, now make a dome around the house and the turrets. Make sure there's no holes for people to get in or out." Mendelen instructed as he walked up to the door and attached a note to the front door. The note read: 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for finding the hole in our anti-magic shield. It has now been fixed. However, for being a dick about it, you can enjoy your new cage. 
 
      
 
    "P.S. Estellese is pissed, and your guards don't do their job. 
 
      
 
    P.P.S. The correct grammar for an additional statement after P.S. is P.P.S. Not P.S.S. You did it wrong." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen stepped away from the house and one of the mages covered the house in a stone dome. Then the second mage covered it in a metal dome, then the first added another stone layer, and they alternated until there was a few layers around the house. Once they were done Mendelen turned back to the tech specialist. "Alright, now add as many anti-magic devices as you can to the dome. Stick them wherever you can to cover the whole area inside of it. But don't activate them yet." He instructed. 
 
      
 
    The tech specialist did just as he was asked, sticking ten anti-magic devices onto the dome. Once he was done Mendelen instructed the mages to add another couple layers over the anti-magic devices to make them difficult for people outside the dome to remove as well. Then he instructed the tech Spartan to remotely activate them all. 
 
      
 
    Once they were finished, Mendelen lead the group away from the newly created anti-magic zone. "Alright Fate, bring us home." Mendelen instructed. 
 
      
 
    "We are not going to fight them?" Fate looked up at him with a confused expression on her face. 
 
      
 
    "No, not today." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "Won't he just teleport out of that?" Fate questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Nope. He stole one of the Spartan insignias, which is what allows him to use magic in the city. We need to make a new one and ensure he doesn't get it. But for now, those ones are not set to give anyone any clearance. So even with the signia, he can't use magic in there. And his signet ring technically counts as magic." Mendelen replied. "It will be a while before he gets out of there." 
 
      
 
    "But he will get out?" Fate questioned again. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I'm sure he will." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    "So why don't we just go kill him now? Why let him escape?" Fate seemed to be growing more and more confused the longer the conversation went on. 
 
      
 
    "It's complicated. Don't worry it's for the best that he stays alive." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "If you say so." Fate unsurely replied as she drew another jack of spades and focused on it. After a moment, they were all teleported back to the Spartan Tower and they went back to sleep. 
 
      
 
    Three weeks passed and Estellese returned from her trip to see Pex in Evean. As she walked into Belesara she looked around and was genuinely impressed by the city. All of the buildings had electricity now, and they were no longer small stone boxes they were starting to look like real modern day homes and buildings. The city was growing so fast now, and it was more fortified than ever before. 
 
      
 
    "Welcome back Estell." Mendelen greeter her as she walked through the gate. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks. The city has drastically improved." Estellese commented as she looked around. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, our first restaurant opened this morning, it's owned by someone who was an actual chef from the real world. And we have several shops a theater, and other places opening soon." Mendelen replied as he gestured over to the shopping district. 
 
      
 
    "Really? We should go check out the restaurant then. I haven't had good human food for two years now." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen laughed a little. "I was thinking the same thing. Let's go." The two of them headed over to the restaurant and got a table. After a moment Mendelen got a message from Kaden. The message read: 
 
      
 
    "Hey guys! Did you see this? Zanath made a cool new thingy that lets you send pictures in your virtual keyboard chats! (P.S. Anti-magic barrier doesn't work up here.) -Kaden" 
 
      
 
    And with the message he sent a selfie from up on the very top of the spartan tower, with a nice view of the city below and the surrounding mountains while wearing his full suit of armor that he almost never was seen without. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen showed the picture to Estellese and she started to laugh a little. "Well, at least he took a nice picture." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, credit where credit is due. But didn't Zanath make those things like, two weeks ago?" Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. You've been keeping track of these things?" Mendelen questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Yep. Even on vacation I was still keeping tabs on the city and how things were going. As its leader I need to." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "It was a vacation though, your time off, you could've just left it to me to handle." Mendelen replied, then he took out a small, high-tech looking camera. "Regardless, we should send something back." He suggested as he held out the camera to take a picture of himself and Estellese at the table. He sent the picture with the message: 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, we know. He made them a few weeks ago. As for the anti-magic barrier, there's no need to have it in the air above the tower. -Mendelen" 
 
      
 
    Estellese smiled a bit for the picture. "He seems to be doing better." She commented. 
 
      
 
    "Not really, he keeps attacking us at random. Just quick skirmishes that don't last long, there's been a lot less casualties though. The Spartans are training pretty hard to beat him." Mendelen explained, then he got another message from Kaden. 
 
      
 
    "You and Estellese are out on a date? When did you two become a thing? -Kaden" 
 
      
 
    "We are not on a date, nor are we a thing. We're just checking out a new restaurant together. You should try it. I'd bet it's been years since you've had good human food too. -Mendelen" 
 
      
 
    "You're not? Huh, that's surprising. -Kaden" 
 
      
 
    Estellese tilted her head a little, Kaden didn't send messages much so it was odd for them to have a conversation. "What's he talking about? I can't see your screen too well from here." However, as soon as she finished talking she received a message. "Oh, now he's messaging me?" She seemed confused.. The message read. 
 
      
 
    "So Mendelen was telling me you two were a thing now and were out on a date? I knew you two would end up together eventually :D -Kaden" 
 
      
 
    Estellese looked a little angry. "The hell are you telling him? We aren't on a date, nor are we together." She said loudly enough that several people from the nearby tables turned to them. 
 
      
 
    "What? I didn't say that." Mendelen countered with a confused expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden said you did." Estellese stated as she showed him her message list. 
 
      
 
    "I did not." Mendelen replied as he brought up his own to show her. "Kaden's screwing with us again." 
 
      
 
    Estellese sighed and closed her virtual screen again. "Sorry, shoulda seen that one coming." 
 
      
 
    "It's fine, it's just Kaden. He really needs to stop this." Mendelen sighed. But then he got another message. This one was a picture of a battlefield, a group of six Spartans were dead and two Moderators were dead alongside them. Following the picture Kaden send another message. 
 
      
 
    "Hey! The Spartans are getting better, I sent three of my guys against your six and they took down two of my guys this time. They still died though, in a 3v6, you might wanna work on that. -Kaden." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked over the message and sighed again, closing his virtual keyboard and deciding not to respond or read any further messages. 
 
      
 
    "What's wrong?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "He picked off another scouting party." Mendelen grumbled. "We lost six more." 
 
      
 
    "Oh… Anyone we know personally?" Estellese questioned. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think so." Mendelen stated. "But still. I don't know how to handle this. We can't kill him, but he can't keep doing this." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know." Estellese sighed. 
 
      
 
    "Let's not worry about that now. We'll figure it out later, let's enjoy lunch." Mendelen tried to lighten things up a little, and Estellese nodded. The two of them enjoyed a nice meal and then they headed back to the Spartan tower. However, when they arrived they found Kaden standing right outside the front door, he was surrounded by Spartans who were making some sort of an attempt to fight him, but none of them were able to land any hits due to his use of portals. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Kaden spotted Mendelen and Estellese he waved to them. "Hey guys! Mind telling them to stop? I tried to walk into the tower and they started trying to stab me. This is very poor customer service I might add." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden. You are not a customer here, you are the enemy they are training to fight. You're not welcome in the tower." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "Fine fine." Kaden stated as he quickly evaded another spear. "But do they need to try stabbing me on sight? I mean really, it's unnecessary. I just wanted to come here and plan our next big battle. Figured I wouldn't surprise you with this one, you'd have time to prepare and stuff since the battles have not been going in your favor." He explained. "So, next Friday good? At noon maybe? That seems like a good time for a big battle between the forces of good and evil and all that." Kaden asked as he pulled out his personal calendar and a tiny pen. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden, no. We will not have any battles. Go home. You can just portal out of here at any time." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "So not Friday? I'm also free on Monday, but no weekends, I can't do weekends. So Monday at 3:00 in the afternoon then?" Kaden asked as he quickly evaded another fireball then scribbled something in the calendar. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden, NO." Mendelen insisted. 
 
      
 
    "That's how this whole game works Mendelen. I pretend to be the big bad guy and terrorize everyone, and you get to be the hero who comes in and saves the day. You have to play along, it's the only way this city's going to be successful." Kaden stated. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed when Kaden wouldn't take no for an answer. "FIne Kaden, fine. Friday at noon." He relented. 
 
      
 
    "Yay! Alright, I shall see you on the battlefield on Friday then!" Kaden cheerfully replied. He marked the date in his calendar and put it away. The next time he jumped through a portal to evade he didn't reappear on the battlefield. He was gone. 
 
      
 
    Several of the Spartans and spectating civilians turned to Mendelen and began questioning why he didn't just kill Kaden. Their enemy was right there, and Mendelen let him go, again. Mendelen brushed it off with his usual "It's complicated." answer and quickly went into the tower to get away from the angry people outside. 
 
      
 
    "Are we really going to fight him on friday?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "We have to, he'll attack the city if we don't play his game." Mendelen shook his head and the two of them headed upstairs so he could quickly catch Estellese up on some of the smaller details she missed while she was away. 
 
      
 
    "No we don't. Just hold the defenses in the city. Or take a sneakier approach and strike his forces down before they attack. Out of everyone here, I should be the last person trying to convince someone to not take a head-on approach to problems." Estellese chided him. 
 
      
 
    "No, it's not just the battle we need to win. We need to do something about his ego and attitude. It's getting out of hand, you saw one of his pranks at the restaurant." Mendelen spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "It was a prank, just let it go." Estellese stated. 
 
      
 
    "He keeps doing them, he won't stop. Every single time he pulls one of these he's attacking my reputation, he's trying to make me look bad in front of everyone." Mendelen stated. "Every time I say something to people, especially in public, he shows up to prove me wrong. Every time." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    Estellese sighed and shook her head. "Why do you two need to constantly one up each other? Must you all turn everything into a contest of who has a bigger d-" 
 
      
 
    "We do not." Mendelen interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "You do. Fate's been keeping me updated. He made a wall, you went make a better wall around his house. He hid your armor on you, you went and turned his armor pink, he attacked the town and destroyed a couple inns, you snuck into his base and destroyed their food storage building. The two of you keep trying to one-up each other, let it go. He wants to play his pranks, just ignore it." Estellese stated. 
 
      
 
    "He's making me look bad in public, he's going out of his way to make me look bad." Mendelen repeated. 
 
      
 
    "So? That's exactly what I'm talking about, just ignore him. If you stop trying to one-up him, he'll stop trying to one-up you." Estellese pointed out. "What are you two even competing for?" 
 
      
 
    "My reputation." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "Half the things you do don't do anything to help your reputation. Nobody will know that you painted his armor pink. That's just between you two." Estellese stated. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know then." Mendelen sighed. "He just irritates me and I need to get back at him." 
 
      
 
    Estellese rolled her eyes. "So it's an ego thing." She sighed. "Just let it go." She added as they stepped into the records room and Mendelen began to catch her up on everything she missed. 
 
      
 
    On Friday, Mendelen and the Spartans had their battle against the Moderators, and the Spartans lost pretty heavily. These Moderators, they were a rag-tag group of the strongest and most powerful people in the world. These people, most of which were criminals back in the real world, were were specially selected by Kaden for their capacity to kill. They were people who were used to killing other people, the types of people who could do it easily. As much as Mendelen tried to train his soldiers, only a few of them were on the same skill level as the Moderators. Most of them were too soft, many were struggling to kill another human, and a lot of them just didn't have the same level of skill. Most of the attack force for the Spartans was lost, and only about a quarter of the Moderators in that group fell. Despite the Moderators fighting with a much smaller army. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen knew he had to do something to keep his soldiers alive. They were not cold-blooded killers like the Moderators were, they needed some advantage to put them on equal footing as the Moderators. He spent a lot of time trying to figure it out. 
 
      
 
    After the battle was over, Mendelen returned to his room to find it full of balloons and streamers. All of the balloons said "Congratulations!" on them and there was a note on the table. The note read. "That was the best battle yet! You guys took out more Moderators than ever before, congrats! Still lost though, but you're getting there. :D -From your friend, Kaden. 3" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed and threw both the note and the balloons out of his window on the eighth floor of the tower, then he messaged Fate and a couple other Spartans again and asked them to meet him in the lobby. When Kaden woke up tomorrow, he would awake to find his house underground, with another anti-magic barrier attached to it. Attached to his door, would be two of the congratulations balloons from Mendelen's room, and another note that read: 
 
      
 
    "Congratulations, you've won another battle in your little game! So can you stop being an asshole and just stop attacking us and let us find this revival alter already? Or, better yet, revive the people you killed? I'll give you some alone time down underground to think about that answer. Plus, since I can't jail you like I do the other Moderators we catch, this can serve as your prison cell. 
 
      
 
    -Mendelen. 3" 
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    Chapter 29: The Royal Army 
 
      
 
      
 
    — Immersion Chapter 29: The Royal Army — 
 
      
 
    "And that's the report from this morning." Kathryn stated and Katy nodded a little in response. "When we arrived on the scene all of the Spartans were already dead." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded and sighed. "And I'm assuming the Moderators were gone?" 
 
      
 
    "No." Kathryn shook her head. "Two were dead, and five still remained on the battlefield." She then tapped the sniper rifle on Katy's back. "We killed four before the last of them fled." 
 
      
 
    The two purple-haired girls looked up at him as they spoke. Katy was the slightly smaller, quieter one who was wearing her headphones around her neck. Standing only an inch shorter than her more confident sister. They quietly awaited his next order. 
 
      
 
    "You two took out four of them? By yourselves?" Mendelen raised an eyebrow. "Huh, I guess there's a reason all the other Spartans were calling you two the lethal twins. Were there any high ranking or important Moderators there?" 
 
      
 
    "No. It probably wouldn't have gone as well if there were." Kathryn replied. "Just a bunch of ordinary soldiers. They seem to be unable to figure out our signet. So it always catches them off guard. Their items are in the storage room, as requested." 
 
      
 
    "I wouldn't bet on that, they will figure out that the two of you have linked senses soon enough, especially now that you two are becoming a threat." Mendelen replied. "Intel gathering is one thing they do really well." 
 
      
 
    Kathryn nodded "What will our next mission be then? We should deal as much damage as possible before they figure it out." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen thought about it for a moment. "I'm putting you two on defense. You'll escort the team that's searching the mountain." He said and he opened a door to the communications room to figure out where this group was. However as soon as he opened the door a bucket of water fell on his head. Not only did it soak him, but the wooden bucket also hit him over the head. 
 
      
 
    Katy couldn't help but to giggle a little. However the shy teenager immediately stopped when he turned around. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed, then walked into the room and the twins followed him in. He turned on the radio and contacted the group that was in the mountains. Once he had their location, and informed them that he's sending guards, he sent the twins off to their next mission. 
 
      
 
    After the two girls left, Estellese walked into the room. "Did you see what was going on in the center of town?" 
 
      
 
    "No, why?" Mendelen asked, then he walked over to one of the many screens in the room. He pressed a few buttons on the touch screen, then it turned on and started showing what a camera watching the center of town was viewing. 
 
      
 
    There was a small crowd forming around a very nicely dressed, tall, brown haired man who was setting up a stage not far from a tree. 
 
      
 
    "Seems like he is setting up a stage show or something" Mendelen shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "You don't know who that is?" Estellese asked. "That's Zane, he's been holding these speeches daily trying to convert our citizens and soldiers to his army and city. And it has been working." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen tensed a little and thought about it. "Hearing that… I really want to go arrest him immediately. But I can't." He stated. "The people here are already giving up a lot of their rights to live here. People are already saying we are overstepping and being tyrannical. As much as I want to, if I start censoring people I dislike we will lose everyone. That would be tyrannical, and that is not what I want us to be." He didn't seem to be focused on what he was saying as he spoke though, his attention was elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    "What do we do then?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "We will need to hear him out and figure out why people are following him. Then fix those problems or reassure the citizens that it's fine." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "If you say so." Estellese replied unsurely. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded, then the two of them waited and watched through the screen as the man set everything up. Once everything was setup, the man tightened his tie, fixed his suit, and cleared his throat before turning to address the curious crowd that had formed. 
 
      
 
    "Welcome, everyone. My name is Zane, I am here with information the Spartans don't want you to know, and an offer that none of you can afford to refuse. I must speak quickly, because who knows how long I'll be able to speak to you before the Spartans come and stop me, so please listen to what I have to say." He started, then gave the crowd a moment to think about it before he continued. 
 
      
 
    "I am the leader of Port Redwarren, another large city like this one on the southern coast. Just like this city, we have modern technology, but we also have radio and television working, making us even more technologically advanced then Belesara. Port Redwarren isn't always at war, we actually solve our problems instead of letting them go on. We aren't losing people on a nearly daily basis, we aren't playing games with people's lives. The people in Redwarren are truly safe, you can't say the same about everyone here. How long will it be before this war kills you? Or before the Spartans turn even more tyrannical and just take over everything. If they haven't already. They have so much control over your lives that nothing could stop them if they one day decided to just take everything." He stated. "That can't happen in Redwarren, we don't control you there, you're free in Redwarren." 
 
      
 
    He paused for a moment to let them take that in. "I came here saying I had an offer, and information. So I'll start with the information. Did you know that this whole war is nothing more than a game to the Spartans? It's just an excuse for them to take control over your lives, control that they have absolutely no right to!" 
 
      
 
    "They don't allow weapons or most magic in the city, because they 'need to protect us from the Moderators.' And in order to live here you have to give up your privacy! Ridiculous! They watch you at all times, they can hear your every conversation, just so they can 'protect us from the Moderators'." He went on, adding air quotes when he mentioned them protecting the civilians. "But are they protecting us? Spartan soldiers keep dying every day, what are they dying for? When will the war end?" He paused for a moment. 
 
      
 
    "Here's the truth, those Spartans are dying for nothing." Zane went on. "They take away our ability to defend ourselves, and our privacy to 'better protect us in this war', but they have absolutely no intention to ever end the war. Yeah, you heard that right. This war will go on forever, and they will control every aspect of your life, forever. It's pretty convenient right? But I don't expect you to believe me yet, I don't come here and make these accusations without proof to back it up." 
 
      
 
    The crowd looked a little shocked as he said that, and began talking amongst each other. Some people believed him, and agreed, others did not. 
 
      
 
    "The Spartans know where the Moderators' hideout is. They've known about it for weeks, they have been inside of it many, many times. They've been to Kaden's house many times. Did they attack the Moderators? No. Did they kill Kaden and end this? No. Because they don't want to end this war." Zane continued his speech. "Did you know? The leaders of both factions, Mendelen, Estellese, and Kaden are all close friends? Yeah, I said that. Mendelen, the leader of the Spartans, and Kaden the leader of the Moderators, they are both close friends. They are not enemies. It's all an act! They aren't really fighting each other! When they had their battle to take back Belesara city, Mendelen could have killed Kaden, but he let him go. This war is just a farce to control you people, to profit from your lives." 
 
      
 
    "And don't even get me started on the Moderators. They are literally terrorists who think they have the right to control our lives just because they are stronger. They are a group of murderers, and criminals. And they are working with the spartans! Do you really want to side with them? They are allies of the Spartans, not enemies, making them your allies too if you remain here" 
 
      
 
    Up in the tower, Mendelen and Estellese were still watching. Estellese tensed a little. "What do we do?" 
 
      
 
    "Nothing. We do nothing right now, and we let him talk." Mendelen said, looking tense. "This is Kaden's fault…" He grumbled under his breath. 
 
      
 
    "Yeeeah… I'll take credit for that one." Kaden laughed, scaring them both and making them jump. They turned to face him. "I didn't think anyone would have the guts to start an uprising. Probably shouldn't have goofed around so much publicly. That wasn't the brightest of my ideas." 
 
      
 
    Apparently, Kaden had entered the room through a portal without their knowledge, and he brought Zanath with him. 
 
      
 
    "Well, what did you two expect to happen?" Zanath stated. "I mean, I know what is really going on. But to any ordinary person on the surface, yeah, this looks like some sort of corruption. Like you two are actually working together and just pretending to be enemies." 
 
      
 
    "Well, we kind of are." Kaden pointed out. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "We are enemies Kaden. Until you stop attacking the Spartans and stop terrorizing my people. The only reason your army still stands is because you're holding that revival alter over my head." 
 
      
 
    Kaden grinned. "Still didn't find it, eh? What happened to the whole 'oh we'll find it in a few weeks' speech?" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed. "No, we didn't find it yet." 
 
      
 
    "Told ya." Kaden laughed. 
 
      
 
    "I haven't seen you in ages Zanath." Estellese spoke up. "How have you been?" 
 
      
 
    "Same as always I guess. Still looking for a way out of this world. It's what lead to me discovering how to connect items like those cameras to your virtual keyboard." Zanath replied. "Haven't found any leads yet." 
 
      
 
    "You should get out of your lab more often and join us in our adventures." Estellese suggested. "We'd love to have the company." 
 
      
 
    Zanath shook his head. "I've had more than enough adventure for one lifetime. It's not my thing. Neither is all this political crap you guys got yourselves into. It's all one big headache." 
 
      
 
    "Why did you come then?" Mendelen asked. "Not that I want you to leave, I'm happy you're here. There's something I wanted to discuss privately later." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden said it was important." Zanath shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "It could be, if this guy is starting an uprising against us, we could be in for a real war." Kaden replied. "One where people actually die, that is. My soldiers always grab items from the defeated spartans to revive them in the future. These new people? I'm sure they won't." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, off topic but on the thought of that, Kaden." Mendelen spoke up. "My Spartans took out an entire party of Moderators. I have their items in storage. They will be returned after you revive all of my lost soldiers, and only after." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah I saw!" Kaden grinned and clapped for a moment. "If only all of your Spartans were that good." 
 
      
 
    "And about reviving my soldiers?" Mendelen pushed the issue. "When are you doing this? You keep saying 'in the future' but it has never happened." 
 
      
 
    "Well yeah, the future is still ahead of us." Kaden stated. 
 
      
 
    "Technically, there will never be a day when the future isn't ahead of us." Zanath butted into the conversation. 
 
      
 
    "Yep." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen took a deep breath and shook his head. "So does that mean you're not going to do it?" 
 
      
 
    "Nope." Kaden answered. "They will be revived, when the Spartans are fully capable of defending themselves. Until then the fear of death must remain, so it will drive everyone to train hard and grow stronger." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed and frowned at Kaden. "This is so wrong, your way of going about this." 
 
      
 
    Their conversation was interrupted when they heard the people on the screen suddenly scream. They hurriedly turned back to the screen to see what was going on, only to see a short woman wearing black spiky armor that resembled Kaden's armor jump out of the tree and onto the stage. She had a cape, like Kaden, with the Moderator's insignia on it. Her helmet covered her face and hair, making her near impossible to recognize. 
 
      
 
    "You've said more than enough Zane. We will not allow you to speak out against the Moderators like this. This is against our rules, and as per the rules set down by Kaden himself, anyone who violates our rules will be assassinated." The woman called out and drew her sword. 
 
      
 
    Zane jumped back and turned to the woman, then pointed at her. "Look at this! All I've done is come out here to talk to you people, to tell you all the truth! And the Moderators sent an assassin to silence me! They don't want you to know the truth! They are scared of those who know the truth!" He called out. Then he summoned his own rapier into his hand. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked very confused. "How the hell did they get weapons in the city?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, yeah, about that." Kaden said. "That's actually why I came here. Before seeing this guy. I figured out that if you enchant a weapon with an anti-magic enchantment, similar to your anti-magic undershield spell, it cancels out the magic you have in place to remove people's weapons. Seems like they also figured that out." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed and shook his head. "And why did you send an assassin? This is just making us look worse. It makes it look like he's telling the truth, like we are hiding something." 
 
      
 
    "I didn't." Kaden laughed. "That's not one of my people. Speaking out against the Moderators isn't even against our rules. She's a fake." 
 
      
 
    "What?" Mendelen looked even more confused, and turned to the screen. Zane and the woman were now fighting against each other in an intense fight on the stage. Neither of them were using magic, they only used their swords and their incredible speed. 
 
      
 
    "She is holding back." Estellese pointed out. "The woman is clearly a much better fighter then Zane. When she's on the defense her skill is really showing through, she's very calm and collected, even the tiniest movement she makes is calculated, but as soon as she's on the offense she starts missing every opportunity and attacking irrationally." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen raised an eyebrow and thought it over. "You're right, I never would have noticed." 
 
      
 
    "So this whole fight is staged?" Kaden asked. "That's a pretty neat idea, why didn't I ever think of that?" 
 
      
 
    "I think so, it looks like it's all an act." Mendelen thought out loud. 
 
      
 
    "We need to send in the guards and shut this down. They are breaking the law by holding weapons in the city, that's enough reason to arrest them both." Estellese insisted. 
 
      
 
    "No. We can't." Mendelen clenched a fist. "I see the game he's playing, he wants us to send in the soldiers to arrest him so he can defame us and claim we are censoring him and hiding the truth. If we do that he'll use it as proof that we are working with the Moderators to silence him." 
 
      
 
    "But if we do nothing, when these two are breaking the law in front of all of these people, it makes the city look unsafe and makes it look like we are not doing our jobs." Estellese argued. 
 
      
 
    "I know." Mendelen murmured, deep in thought. "Two can play this game." He immediately sent a message to Fate. "Fate, this is Mendelen. I am sure you are aware of the issues in the center of town by now. The man on stage and the Moderator attacking him both have illegal weapons. Please go confiscate both weapons. Arrest the Moderator, and give the man in the suit a stern warning about the rules of Belesara regarding weapons. -Mendelen" 
 
      
 
    "On it. -Fate" 
 
      
 
    "There, this shows that we are doing our jobs, but it won't play into his hand. It will just make him look like a liar in front of everyone." Mendelen stated, then turned back to the screen. 
 
      
 
    Back on the battlefield, the woman seemed to be winning the fight. She managed to cut Zane a couple times with her sword, but the cuts were all nothing more then little scratches. Then, suddenly, Zane's signet ring let out a bright flash of light, obscuring Zane from sight. When the light faded away, Zane was flying over the stage. He had grown pure white angel wings, a bright gold halo had appeared over his head, his hair had turned blonde and his brown eyes were now light blue. He now wore a intricate looking, cyan set of light armor and carried a much bigger sword then before. 
 
      
 
    "Leave evildoer!" Zane shouted down at the supposed Moderator. "This is my signet, this sword is a holy sword that can smite evil. If it so much as touches you it will burn you to death in an instant!" He flew down at the woman at blinding speeds, causing her to drop her sword and quickly run away. 
 
      
 
    Once the supposed Moderator had run away, Zane chased her off, then flew back to take center stage again. He turned to address the crowd, which had grown a lot bigger then it was when his speech started. "I had meant to keep this signet a secret, but it would seem the Moderators had other plans. So fine, all cards on the table." He started. 
 
      
 
    "This signet is a special signet, given only to the one true hero of Immersion. The halo, the wings, this special armor and sword, it makes me look like the typical hero in any other game. It's the perfect ability for the real hero of Immersion. This world, Immersion, it is a game. The Alphas all want you to believe that this is some alternate universe, some other world, and you know why? They don't want you to leave this game. They want you to be trapped here forever, because in this world, they rule the world. The power has gone to their heads and now they will do anything to keep that power. They don't want to go back. I truly understand them, and I don't blame them." He continued his speech. "I'm sure they are good people, who were just corrupted by power. But that doesn't make it okay to keep everyone trapped in here for their own power fantasy." 
 
      
 
    "That is why you need to follow me, I am not like them. The game picked me to be the hero, because I genuinely care about everyone in this world, unlike the Alphas. They aren't the heroes here, they have become the villains. I want us all to get back to our homes and families in the real world, unlike the Alphas. And I, the hero of Immersion, am going to lead us there. Not the Alphas. I have my own city far to the south of here, Port Redwarren. This is where I have my own military, the Royal army, and we are working around the clock to get everyone out of this world and to keep everyone safe while they are in here. We aren't running around holding pretend wars to keep everyone under control and stuck in the game. I can promise you the same safety as the Spartans do in this city, only I won't take away your weapons, and I won't spy on you at all times like the Spartans do. It's a pretty good deal, yeah? It's better than anything the Spartans can offer." 
 
      
 
    The crowd began talking amongst themselves, this was a lot of information for everyone to take in all at once. 
 
      
 
    "And my last ace, with this I have put all of my cards on the table. I have a full log of the private messages sent and received by the Alphas through their virtual keyboards. Even messages they sent before us betas entered this world. It's a secret how I have access to this, but I have it. Since I, unlike the Spartans, respect the privacy of my fellow beta testers I will not share any messages they sent to or received from beta testers. But all of the messages they sent between each other, I will gladly share with anyone who wants them. Included in those messages is a conversation they had with a boy named Thomas. Thomas is the son of the man who created this game, and he confirms that this world is infact a game." He paused for a moment to let everyone take this in. 
 
      
 
    "They knew this two years before we were stuck in here, for two years they knew this was a game, and when we arrive the first thing they do is lie to us and tell us it's a whole new world and we're stuck here. They told us it wasn't a game! It is. They told us that all the NPCs out there were alive! They aren't. They are advanced AI that have learning programs built into them, they likely had a few thousand years of simulations put through them to help them learn and become life-like. Technology can do that in a few weeks. But these messages prove that the Alphas knew it was a game all along, the messages prove that they are trying to stop us from getting out of this game, and I'm sure you'll all find the messages between Mendelen and Kaden as more than enough proof of their friendship. They were just exchanging selfies and discussing which restaurants are good a couple weeks ago. So much for being at war." 
 
      
 
    Zane took a deep breath, then calmly gave his final statements.. "My name is Zane, I am the leader of the Royal Army down in Port Redwarren. If you want access to these messages, send me a message, I'll send them to you in a file that can be opened in your own virtual keyboard. So you may read them yourselves. And one last thing, if any of you distrust the Alphas, or if any of you want a better place to live then Belesara, a place without war where people are actually trying to escape the game. I will be at the city gates in three days with a small army to escort everyone who wants to come to Port Redwarren. Share this information with everyone you know, it's only a matter of time before the Moderators get me, so we need to keep spreading the truth. The only way we escape this game is together." He called out, before dropping his own sword on the stage, then taking flight and flying off to another part of town. By the time Fate arrived to confiscate their weapons, he was gone. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen had gone completely pale as he stared at the screen in shock, and Kaden couldn't stop laughing. 
 
      
 
    "WOW this guy is good at what he does!" Kaden laughed. "This just got a thousand times more interesting." 
 
      
 
    Estellese slumped down into a nearby chair. "That's not funny… People won't seriously believe him, will they?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm afraid they probably will." Zanath stated and leaned back against a wall. "This war between you two and Kaden has made you all look bad. Although it would seem like that alone was only part of it, if he really does have access to our message history, that kinda does give away the fact that we're all friends." He stated. "And I believe that he does have that access, those messages he quoted seemed to have been picked out on purpose, as a direct statement to us to prove he does have it." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that sounded like he was being honest about that." Kaden leaned back against another wall, but was still laughing. "I seriously want to know how he did that." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden, your head is also on the chopping block here. It's not just us." Estellese pointed out. "Word about this will no doubt get out to the Moderators too, and you'll lose your people just like us." 
 
      
 
    "I know, I know. But that was just so unexpected, and that face." Kaden pointed at Mendelen. "Oh god that face you made when he started reading Thomas's message to us." He continued laughing. 
 
      
 
    "Are you going to assassinate him?" Mendelen questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Umm, no." Kaden answered. 
 
      
 
    "Isn't that what the Moderators do? Assassinate people they dislike?" Mendelen questioned. 
 
      
 
    "We assassinate people who break our rules. Which Zane has not done yet." Kaden shrugged. "You gonna arrest him? That's what your Spartans do." 
 
      
 
    "No… He didn't break any laws other then having a weapon in town. I can't." Mendelen sighed and sat down. 
 
      
 
    "We have to do something!" Estellese argued. 
 
      
 
    "We need to get our own side out." Mendelen was starting to nervously tap his fingers on the arm of the chair. "And Kaden, can you please not screw this up like you do to every other time I try to prove myself to our people?" 
 
      
 
    Kaden held up his hand as if signaling 'stop' and shook his head. "I was just having fun and trying to steer everyone in the right direction. I never had the intention of things getting this bad. I'm genuinely sorry about that." He sighed a little and shook his head. "I won't mess with this one, this is too important. It really looks like he's trying to turn this new group on us, and if that happens a lot of people will actually die and we won't be able to gather a possession of theirs to revive them. That's not what I want." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked a little surprised. "I hadn't expected an apology, but thanks." He replied. Now that the crowd in the center of town had cleared, and Fate picked up the two enchanted weapons Zane and his attacker had dropped, Mendelen changed his screen to watch Zane walking through the streets. He had returned to his normal appearance, with his brown hair and eyes along with his fancy suit. Mendelen briefly turned to Kaden. "I'm sorry for being an ass." He seemed to struggle a little saying that, but said it to Kaden nonetheless, and as soon as the words left his mouth he turned back to the screen. 
 
      
 
    Kaden laughed a little and gave him a brief pat on the back. "Now that's one thing I didn't expect to hear in a million years. Thanks, although honestly I wasn't much better." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded and watched Zane on the screen. Zane walked into a cafe where a short, white-haired woman had already saved him a seat at a table. The woman wore a fancy and expensive-looking white and gold blouse with black pants and knee-high boots. She had blue eyes and long, straight white hair. Mendelen listened in as they discussed nothing of any real importance. 
 
      
 
    "I made it back from my dungeon run, it was a pretty big success if I may say so." The woman replied. "I ended up taking on a tier five dungeon on my own, there was plenty of steel equipment." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I'd have to agree that sounds like it went really well. I had a relatively uneventful day. Did my speech and got attacked by the Moderators." Zane replied, then briefly gestured towards the invisible camera that was watching them in the corner of the store. "I really hate it in this city, we seriously have no privacy." 
 
      
 
    The woman glanced at the invisible camera, then turned back to him and nodded. "How much longer do we need to stay here?" 
 
      
 
    "A couple days, then we'll escort everyone to Redwarren where they can be free again." Zane replied. He shot a glance at the camera again, grinning a little as he said. "We will have Sasumi, Charles, and Em alongside us to escort everyone back home." He didn't look away from the camera until he finished that statement, as if he knew Mendelen was watching and he wanted to rub it in that he had converted Charles and Em to his side. "Charles and Em are more then equipped to protect the people coming with us. And Sasumi will be our ace to stop the Spartans or Moderators if they try and stop us." 
 
      
 
    "Sasumi?" Mendelen murmured. 
 
      
 
    "I've heard of him!" Estellese jumped in. "Rumors have been going around a lot of social circles of this 'Sasumi the immortal' who claims that even us alphas can't kill him." 
 
      
 
    "I killed that guy." Kaden interjected. "He was a big metal dude who kept repairing himself of any damage taken. I portaled him into an active volcano and I saw him fall in." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden thinks he killed Sasumi." Zane laughed on the other side of the screen. "He didn't. He can't." 
 
      
 
    "Apparently he's not dead." Zanath shrugged. Although Zane's perfectly timed comment was clearly getting under Kaden's skin. It was almost as if he could hear Kaden. 
 
      
 
    "What are we going to do to counter everything he just said?" Estellese questioned, bringing everyone back on topic. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen thought about it for a moment. "I'll put it in the newspaper tomorrow, and we'll send a free copy to everyone. It'll explain our side of the story, reassuring everyone that while we used to be friends, Kaden and I are still really at war. Explaining that despite the information we had from Thomas, we still do not believe this is a game. We've met and befriended the non-human races and they show clear signs of sentience. They are alive. And that, as we said before, the rules in this city may be very restrictive but they are here to keep everyone safe. Not just from the Moderators, but from anyone who wishes to harm the citizens. We have almost completely ended crime in this city for a reason." He explained. "This is just a 'the grass is greener on the other side' situation, and I'm going to say that. We don't know this guy, and his own city likely has its own dark secrets. At least here we are upfront and you know what you're signing up for when you live here. Who knows what will happen over there? In addition to that, I'll go give a few speeches around town to explain all that personally." 
 
      
 
    "Sounds good." Estellese replied. Kaden nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, that's the plan then. I'm going to get to work on that immediately." Mendelen said, "Thanks for the support everyone." He added before quickly leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    Over the next three days Mendelen and Estellese were rushing around, trying to correct the record. Trying to send their side of the story out to as many people as possible. But with each passing day, more and more people were disappearing from the city. Spartan soldiers were resigning left and right. Almost all of them saying that after they read the personal messages they decided to leave. 
 
      
 
    On the third day Mendelen and Estellese did the only thing they could. They waited at the front desk for the Spartans who were resigning to show up. A lot came through and quit. Towards the end of the day they saw Charles, Em, and Matthew walk into the building. "We are here to resign." Charles started. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "I can't speak for them, but I no longer trust either of you." Em stated. "Amanda was right, the Spartans couldn't be trusted. I only hope she can see for herself that she made the same stupid mistake." 
 
      
 
    "What happened to Amanda? Weren't you two together?" Estellese questioned. 
 
      
 
    "We broke up before I joined the Spartans. She joined the Moderators instead." Em stated coldly. The tall woman with long, braided red hair handed over her badge. "I wish you the best of luck. But I can't support this anymore." She added, before turning and walking away. 
 
      
 
    Charles was next to speak, the burly, 6'5" tall man still had his bible attached to his waist as he placed his badge on the table, almost slamming it down. It was clear that he was angry and was trying to hold it back. "I was close friends with Sarah. Both her and my son died in this war. Now that I know that this was all for nothing, I want nothing more to do with you people." 
 
      
 
    "We are working on reviving them both." Mendelen insisted. 
 
      
 
    "I don't believe anything you say anymore." Charles stated, then turned and walked out. 
 
      
 
    Hearing Charles speaking Fate stepped out into the lobby and saw him leave, then she saw Matthew walk up to the front desk and hand over his badge. "Matthew!" Fate called out and rushed over to him. "What are you doing?" 
 
      
 
    "Leaving Belesara. You should come with us." Matthew stated. "We've lost so many friends already, let's just get out of here before the Spartans lead the rest of us off a cliff." Matthew stood at around 6'4", he had short black hair with blue eyes and wore a fancy white shirt with a gray blazer, along with black pants. He would look like he was about to attend a professional interview, if his clothes weren't untucked, stained, and wrinkled. He wasn't as strong as Charles, he looked pretty out of shape. 
 
      
 
    "They aren't going to do that." Fate insisted. She was a little tall, standing at 5'6", but standing next to Matthew made her look much smaller. She had long black hair and wore a black dress, much like she did when her and Matthew first met at the beginning of the beta tests. 
 
      
 
    "Did you read the messages?" Matthew questioned. 
 
      
 
    Fate lowered her head. "Yeah..." 
 
      
 
    "They can't be trusted, they don't have our best interest at heart. It's their fault we are still stuck in this game, if they hadn't tried to mislead everyone into thinking this was an alternate universe we could've found a way out of this game already! And maybe some of the people we lost would have survived." Matthew argued. "You need to come with us." 
 
      
 
    Fate shook her head. "All things considered, I trust them more then I trust this Zane guy. There's barely anyone left in our group now, we need to stick together." 
 
      
 
    Matthew shook his head. "No. If you and Elliott want to stick together, then come with me. I won't stay here. I can't." He stated, then he left. 
 
      
 
    Fate watched him go, and for a moment she seemed to be thinking of whether or not she should go with him. In the end, she remained undecided and walked back to her room in the tower. The group she had met when she first entered this world was getting smaller and smaller, and it was clear it was starting to weigh on her. 
 
      
 
    By the end of the week Mendelen and Estellese made their way into the records room to go over everything that had happened. 
 
      
 
    "How many did we lose?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "About thirty percent of the civilians in the city, and a couple hundred Spartans. We still have a few hundred Spartans left, but there's a noticeable hole in our forces." Mendelen murmured. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden was saying he lost a few of his Moderators too, but not many." Estellese added to the conversation. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I heard. He doesn't have many Moderators to begin with, and the few he does have are generally criminals. They wouldn't be allowed in Redwarren anyways." Mendelen explained. 
 
      
 
    The two of them silently began working through the paperwork needed to document everyone that had left. 
 
      
 
    It was a few hours later that they were both startled back to attention by a familiar voice. 
 
      
 
    "There you are!" Alicia angrily shouted at them. 
 
      
 
    They both jumped up from their work and looked up at her. Alicia herself had not come in person, but her spirit was standing in the room with them. Before they could speak she started talking. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell is going on with you humans? Seriously! Since the moment all these extra humans entered the world you've all been running around killing everyone in sight. And now that you're finally, somewhat, getting that under control suddenly you all start running around killing each other! Seriously, how barbaric is the human race? Are you all just a bunch of sociopaths? Who the hell goes to war with their own kind? I thought that with you four as leaders things would be set straight. But you humans can't even get along with each other, how is this alliance with the elves supposed to work?" 
 
      
 
    Both Mendelen and Estellese were shocked and surprised that she was here and yelling at them. It took them a moment to collect themselves and they at first weren't sure what to say. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen stood up. "It's just Kaden, he's out of line right now and is attacking us. But we are working on reeling him back in. We've had a rough week, I'm pretty sure that after what just happened to us that Kaden will cease the attacks." 
 
      
 
    "It isn't just Kaden." Alicia stated. "We've been watching you all for weeks, we saw the war between you and Kaden a while ago. Just this morning our scouts have found out that the humans in this 'Port Redwarren' city are amassing an army with the clear intent of attacking you. In addition to that, my citizens have been going missing for the last several weeks. We've lost Cora, Lillith, Lynn, and many others. For weeks we didn't know where they were, and our spies just got a strong lead as to where they are. They are being held captive by humans in both Era city and Port Redwarren. They are being used for experimentation and slave labor, because humans do not believe they are real, living creatures. Do you mind explaining what the hell is going on? We are supposed to have an alliance, these things were supposed to have been taken care of." 
 
      
 
    "We tried everything we could to tell them that this world was real, that you all are alive like we are." Mendelen started. "We don't have any power over the people outside of our two cities, and nobody from our two cities has acted in this way. The humans in Era city and Redwarren are not part of our alliance. They have crossed a line with these actions against the elves, we won't defend them if you choose to attack them." 
 
      
 
    "We already plan to attack them, regardless of your feelings towards them. But you are supposed to be keeping them in line, we trusted you four to lead the humans and stop them from doing things like this." Alicia argued. 
 
      
 
    "Let us help with the attack then." Estellese spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "No, this is an elven problem. You humans caused this, we don't want you involved any further." Alicia stated. 
 
      
 
    "Cora is a very close friend of mine. I can't stand by and do nothing if she's in danger. I only wish I had known of her disappearance earlier." Estellese argued. "You can't stop me from going to find her. This mission to save them will go a thousand times better if you allow us to get our own military involved. Please, this is for the safety of your people, it's in their best interest. And we need to draw a clear line in the sand on where we as humans stand in regards to things like this. If they are going to act out of line, then we must be allowed to put them back in their place, to show the world that this behavior is not acceptable." 
 
      
 
    Alicia paused for a moment to think about it. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen looked shocked, she wasn't usually good at speeches so that one came across as completely unexpected. 
 
      
 
    "Fine, you can help. But this is our war, and we are keeping an eye on you humans." Alicia stated. "We are gathering intel and planning out our strategy, and will inform you when we decide on what day to attack." 
 
      
 
    "Fine by us. We need some time to prepare anyways." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "I will inform Kaden and we will likely do our own intel gathering and skirmishes in the meantime." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    "Whatever you want to do. You're still in hot water until this gets resolved." Alicia stated, pointing directly at Mendelen as she spoke. Once she was done speaking her spirit vanished. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen turned to Estellese. "I dunno where that came from, but that was a nice save." 
 
      
 
    "I genuinely care about them, and I really would have gone by myself if she didn't let us join. Cora is a close friend, and I am also friends with Alicia and Lillith." Estellese replied. "It wasn't some prepared speech, I really meant every word I said." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded. "We need to get to work on a plan then. I will inform Kaden and Zanath." 
 
      
 
    "And I will work on gathering our attack force." Estellese replied. "You can lead the army, as usual. But I am taking control of a small group to go on my own personal mission." 
 
      
 
    "Who are you taking?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know yet. Fate for sure, maybe the twins. We're going straight to free Cora, then we are going to execute Zane. Nothing you say will stop me now, he needs to die, I will not let him get away with this." Estellese insisted. 
 
      
 
    - Next Chapter: Corruption - 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 30: Corruption 
 
      
 
      
 
    — Immersion Chapter 30: Corruption — 
 
      
 
    "I sent out the warning to Zane and the Royals last week as requested." Mendelen replied. "A simple warning that we do not approve of their mistreatment of the elves, our allies, and that we will take action if they do not release the elves immediately. They still haven't respond. "And then Kaden made a few big public announcements about it in the global message board, letting everyone know what was going on behind the scenes." 
 
      
 
    "Good. I sent Fate and the twins down to Port Redwarren." Estellese leaned over the table showing a map of Port Redwarren and the surrounding area, pointing to where she sent them. "Drake was already in the area when I contacted him, he had been following up a request from another Elf, Eladienne I believe, to find a missing elven girl. I instructed him to hang around on the western side of town and to be ready to jump into action when we attack from the west with the elves." 
 
      
 
    "Wait, I didn't say you could move Drake. I still need to plan out the attack and I need him for that." Mendelen spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "I'm taking charge of this whole operation, including the attack." Estellese countered. 
 
      
 
    "The Spartans are my soldiers, I need to lead them for this attack." Mendelen insisted. 
 
      
 
    "I am taking charge of this entire operation." Estellese firmly stated as she looked straight at him. "I'm not using the Spartans for this battle, I'm taking my friends and Drake, for this battle they aren't Spartans." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed and conceded for now. "You're sending Drake in alone and you're leaving him inside the city for a few days before we attack. He can't be away from Belesara for that long, he will need to feed. You know he got turned, right?" 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded. "I am aware of his vampirism, I'm not concerned if he bites a royal or two. Plus, you and I both know he didn't want to be a Spartan. He only joined us because you offered him a bandaid fix for his vampirism. He will be happier fighting alone, as just Drake instead of as Spartan Drake. He's more powerful then every Spartan we have, even Fate, he will be fine on his own. They aren't emotionless plastic soldiers, you tend to forget that." 
 
      
 
    "But we can't lose him, if something happens and he dies we just lost our most powerful soldier. When people fight alone their chances of survival dramatically drop." Mendelen argued. "Think about this Estellese, on this battlefield we will have you and our four most powerful Spartans, with no other backup. And judging by how you have this map setup, I'm not anywhere on the battlefield so I assume you want me here on defense. What happens if we lose this battle? If this doesn't go absolutely perfectly we're going to lose one of our top four which will severely set us back. Plus, if we lose the battle and everyone dies, our forces will be devastated. We can't do this, it's far too risky. We need to stay on defense, we can take a small army of ordinary soldiers to just backup the elven attack. We don't need to send a powerful attack force." 
 
      
 
    "We're not going to just play backup for the elves! This isn't just some token gesture to appease them. We need to help them, it's partially our fault this got so out of hand. I'm bringing in an attack force, and we just won't lose." Estellese argued. "Kaden and his forces will be there, they will likely keep most of the royal army off our backs. Plus we will be fighting alongside the elven forces so we aren't going to be alone and I trust them to have our backs, and Zanath told me about your special armor you had him make for the Spartans. I will personally deliver a set to all Spartans on the battlefield before we attack. Drake will meet up with us once the fight starts, and the five of us together, with your fancy spartan armor, will be more than the Royals can handle. Nevermind whatever forces the elves bring to the battlefield." 
 
      
 
    "Zanath wasn't supposed to tell anyone about the armor." Mendelen sighed. "I still don't like this idea. We are risking too much." 
 
      
 
    "You can't always be on defense, sometimes you just need to take a risk and attack." Estellese insisted. 
 
      
 
    "And now you're sounding like Kaden." Mendelen shook his head. "I'm not going to stop you." 
 
      
 
    "You couldn't stop me, I wouldn't allow it. Cora is my friend, nobody is going to hold me back." Estellese stood her ground. "And I am nothing like K-" She started to say but she was interrupted by Zanath bursting into the room. 
 
      
 
    Zanath was carrying a small glass jar, and a can of what looked like bug spray. He paused for a moment and seemed to be looking around the room for something, and when he spotted it he sprinted straight at it. There was a small black widow spider crawling across the ceiling, rushing to try and get into a vent as quickly as possible. It didn't make it to the vent in time before Zanath sprayed it with the bug spray. After a moment it fell from the ceiling and Zanath caught it in his jar. 
 
      
 
    Zanath took a deep breath, then nodded to himself. He turned and walked back over to the table, standing beside Estellese and Mendelen as he slammed the glass jar on the table, being careful not to break it. Inside the glass jar was 13 dead black widow spiders. 
 
      
 
    "Um…?" Estellese started as she looked back and forth between Zanath and the jar with a confused expression on her face. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, I'm just really pissed off at the moment." Zanath grumbled, then took a deep breath to calm himself down. "You two know how Zane has, somehow, gotten a lot of intel on us? Yes? And how we're all trying to figure out how he's getting it?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes." Mendelen replied. "I thought there's a traitor among us who's spilling information. Never figured out which Spartan it is though. You got some intel I assume?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Zanath muttered. "It is the spiders." 
 
      
 
    "Have you hit your head?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, I didn't." Zanath shot him a glare. "These are Black Widow spiders, they are not native to this area, but they are native to the area around Port Redwarren. They are also solitary creatures, they typically do not travel in groups. Yet we have an infestation of them, an infestation that appeared very shortly after Zane started getting intel on us." He started. "Not only that, but they aren't making any webs, they are just always seen hanging around in the room, as if they are watching us." 
 
      
 
    "They are always hanging around?" Estellese questioned. "I hadn't really seen that many." 
 
      
 
    "They are all over the place." Zanath insisted. "They aren't acting very spider-like at all. I caught one to experiment on it and figure out what it is, but before I could do so a large group of them came together to free the captured one. I caught the last few seconds of it when I walked back into my lab, before they all scattered. We know people can have familiars, we've seen other people who can split their senses into animal familiars. I'm certain these spiders are the familiar of a Royal, who is listening, watching, and sending the information to Zane." 
 
      
 
    "That's… Brilliant Zanath." Estellese replied in shock. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean we know of others who can split their senses into a familiar?" Mendelen asked. "I've never even seen someone with a familiar. The only case of split senses I've seen was the twins, Katy and Kathryn. Their signet made them share senses, so they could see, hear, feel, etcetera, everything the other could in addition to their normal senses, at all times." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, you didn't know about Raven?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "Raven? No I don't know a Raven." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    "Isn't she that sociopath that always hangs around Damion?" Estellese asked, the thought sent a shiver down her spine. "Those two… I can't understand why Kaden keeps them around. She's just as bad as, if not worse then Damion himself, the thought of the two of them together scares me." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that exact woman." Zanath replied. "Her signet ring gave her a familiar, ironically it's a raven, I think that's why she changed her name. But she can see and hear everything the raven can see and hear in addition to her normal senses. Kaden's been using her as a spy for ages, she's one of his main recruiters." 
 
      
 
    "I never knew that." Mendelen was a little shocked by that news. Apparently Kaden actually could use strategy when he wanted to, he never would've guessed it. 
 
      
 
    Estellese thought about what he was saying, then activated her signet to switch her primary element to nature. The others curiously turned to her when she did that, and watched as she seemed to focus. "I don't think these spiders are the spies though, if someone has a similar signet then that would imply that nobody else could have a signet skill like that." She stated. 
 
      
 
    Zanath shook his head. "The raven signet, and the spider one are different enough that they could both exist." 
 
      
 
    Estellese stared straight at him and nodded. "It's not the spiders, I just checked." 
 
      
 
    Zanath and Mendelen both caught the nod and the look she had given. Zanath nodded back to confirm that he understood what she meant. "I really must disagree, but if you say so." 
 
      
 
    "Come with me." Estellese insisted then she left the room. Mendelen and Zanath followed along behind her as she lead the way through the halls of the Spartan Tower. Leading them straight to an empty storage room. 
 
      
 
    Once they walked in Estellese shut the door, and sealed the door and the vent on the ceiling with barriers. After the room was sealed, her body briefly emitted a green glow, and three dead black widow spiders fell out of their clothes. One fell off of each of them. 
 
      
 
    "There is an infestation of those spiders in the tower. And you're right, they aren't acting like normal spiders." Estellese stated. "It's safe to talk in here." 
 
      
 
    "We need to discreetly give this information to Kaden." Mendelen replied. "And this means that they likely know our plans, we need to move Drake and pull back our forces until we plan a new attack. We should reschedule the attack to another day." 
 
      
 
    "No, we stick with the attack exactly as it is, even if they know it." Estellese stated. "I am going to carve out a big room in the ground underneath the tower, that will become our secret meeting place. There will be no entrance, so the only way in is with teleportation, that way nobody else can find it. I'll invite Kaden there after it's built and I'll explain everything." She explained. 
 
      
 
    "But we need to pull our forces back." Mendelen insisted. 
 
      
 
    "No." Estellese stated. "Our Spartans excell at defending a location, at holding their ground. We pretend we don't know about the spiders and don't change our plans. I'm taking charge of Kaden's forces too, he doesn't know it yet but he ain't gonna argue. The royals are going in on this thinking they are ambushing us. So we have our Spartans hold the line, which is what they are good at, and then we have the Moderators ambush the royal army's ambush. Which is what the Moderators are generally good at." 
 
      
 
    "That would be a brilliant plan, if you weren't counting on the Moderators." Mendelen argued. "You know they are completely unreliable, they are just a rag-tag group of criminals, we can't count on them." 
 
      
 
    "They follow Kaden's every order to the T. And I can control Kaden, so I can control them." Estellese argued. "And if I somehow can't get Kaden to follow my orders, I have no problem using empathy magic to sway him to my side. Or force if need be." 
 
      
 
    "I came to talk about more than just the spiders." Zanath butted in, since it seemed like the conversation was going nowhere. "They also have a tech guy. I'm not sure how they did it since my computers aren't hooked up to any sort of network, but this morning I found out that someone had made their own network and forcibly connected all of my computers to another PC somewhere else. They were accessing all of my research, which I believe is how they found out how to access our messages. They must have stolen my hook into the game's interface and improved it." He sighed. 
 
      
 
    Zanath leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms. "I believe that they have linked themselves with all the electronics here too. I didn't study the connection but I can only assume it was a cross between magic and technology that made the network. A real internet connection shouldn't be possible right now, so it must have an element of magic. When I became aware of their presence on my computer and went to remove them, they bricked all of my computers." 
 
      
 
    "They did what?" Estellese asked, not at all understanding what he was saying. 
 
      
 
    "They basically broke my computers, in an unfixable way." Zanath grumbled. "Probably trying to set my research back." 
 
      
 
    "Oh." Estellese murmured. "So that's why you were so mad earlier." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Zanath muttered. "I had everything backed up though, so I just need a new system. The important part is that they no doubt are in the computers here too." 
 
      
 
    "So they can blackout the tower at any time." Mendelen thought out loud. "Can you block them out?" 
 
      
 
    "Yep, going to work on that as soon as we are done talking." Zanath replied. "Since the network appears to be at least partially magical I will need you to use a few anti-magic undershields around the tower to sever the connection while I work on it." 
 
      
 
    "Can't we just change the anti-magic barrier over the city to block all magic?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, once the spell is set on those magic gemstones it can't be changed." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, you used a gemstone for that." Estellese mused. "I thought it was the machine in the basement." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shook his head. "No, that's the power for the city. Zanath, I would like to start working on the computers immediately. Estellese, you should follow us and ensure that the spiders are kept out of the room." 
 
      
 
    "Will do." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen let out a defeated sigh. "Well, one thing for sure, when it comes to espionage Zane is pretty good. We really need to be careful with this, this guy isn't like Kaden, he's serious about stopping us. Let's get to work." 
 
      
 
    The three of them secretly got to work. Estellese cleared the communications room of spiders and sealed off the room again. Mendelen quickly created anti-magic under shields under the computers to sever the magic connection to the other computers, and Zanath got to work. 
 
      
 
    It took four hours, but Zanath was finally done. "That should do it." He said and stepped away from the computer. "It won't keep him out forever, just for a little. But it will hold them out of your systems until I can get a more permanent solution. I also made a backup of your systems, incase they do get back in and break things it shouldn't break everything and it can be fixed pretty quickly." 
 
      
 
    As he spoke a portal opened into the room and Kaden stuck his head through. "Yo! Guys! You should see this!" He interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Zane is sending out a damage control message after I announced on the world forum that he has elven slaves. He's pushing it through all stations on the televisions they have here." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean here?" Mendelen walked over to the portal and stuck his head through it. It appeared to lead to the living room of a house. "Where are you?" 
 
      
 
    "Um, in Port Redwarren, in the home of one of their guards." Kaden replied. "The guard is off on a, uh, vacation, so he won't be back for a while. They have a TV for us to watch Zane's speech. It'll give us some good intel on what's going on. And probably a few good laughs, I wanna see how he tries to defend himself." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed and glanced back at the others, before walking through the portal. 
 
      
 
    Kaden went over and sat on the couch. "Oh! Mind the blood, if that gets on your fancy shoes it'll never come off." He called out as soon as Mendelen walked through the portal. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen glanced down next to the portal where there was a small pool of blood on the tile floor. He let out a disappointed sigh and followed Kaden to join him on the couch. "You killed the guard who lives here, didn't you?" 
 
      
 
    "Me? Kill someone?" Kaden looked insulted. "Noooo, of course not. He's just on a vacation, a really long one." He laughed. "I'll revive him later and put him back." 
 
      
 
    Estellese and Zanath stepped through the portal after him. Estellese sat between Kaden and Mendelen on the couch, and Zanath grabbed a chair from the table and dragged it in for his own seat. 
 
      
 
    Kaden turned on the television, which just had a few words in big bold print scrolling across the screen over and over. "An important broadcast from King Zane will be played momentarially. Please remain at the television to hear this important message." 
 
      
 
    "Well, the show didn't start but since I'm so awesome we get front row seats to the before show." Kaden stated, then he opened a big portal in front of the television. Everyone could see through this portal from where they were seated. 
 
      
 
    "I see you learned a new trick with your portals." Mendelen commented. 
 
      
 
    Looking through the portal, they were viewing the room from another small portal above everyone. Zane stood in the middle of the large, rectangular room. There was a stage and podium on one side, a walkway going down the center connecting the podium to the door on the far side, stone pillars on either side of the walkway holding the ceiling up, and very small windows that were up high on the walls. It was clear this room was added specifically for Zane to send public messages. 
 
      
 
    A high-tech camera was set up in the center of the long room, it was pointed at the podium but by the way it moved around at Zane's command it was clear that someone was remotely controlling it. Zane crouched down beside the camera to manually adjust it to where he wanted it pointed before he stood up and opened his virtual keyboard. The holographic screen floating in front of him had a message reading: 
 
      
 
    "Have you spoken to Arachnia in the last few minutes? -Ashley" 
 
      
 
    "Yes I have. - Zane" 
 
      
 
    "So you are aware? -Ashley" 
 
      
 
    "Yes. But don't do anything to let them know that we know. We have a plan. Just make sure you get a good view. -Zane" 
 
      
 
    "Yes sir. Good luck. -Ashley" 
 
      
 
    Zane closed his virtual keyboard and the screen and walked over to the podium. He took a deep breath and adjusted his suit, fixed his tie, ran a hand through his hair to make sure it was neat, and as soon as the green light on the camera turned on he knew he was on the air. 
 
      
 
    "Hello and good morning to everyone watching this. I am Zane, for those of you who may not know me I am the hero, the world has chosen me to be the one who saves us all and finds us a way out of this game. I reside here, in Port Redwarren, where I lead the Royal Army to try and keep everyone safe until we find a way back to our world." He started. 
 
      
 
    "The Alphas believe that they are the chosen ones to lead us all, just because they were here first. They abuse their power and advantage over us betas to control us, and they are preventing us from escaping this game. I will not stand for this. They are not unstoppable, don't give in to them, and we can get out of this world and return home! I am the chosen hero, not them." He continued. 
 
      
 
    "They have recently started spreading propaganda to try and sway you all from following me. It's nothing more then that, propaganda. They realized that we are trying to escape this world, and now they are lashing out to try and prevent us from working together to find an escape. Do not believe the lies they are spreading, we are not the bad guys, we are not the immoral ones." Zane argued. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, as you may have heard, we are currently using elves as slaves. But we would NEVER promote slavery of any living being. You want to get out of this game right? We need the workforce, and the elves are not living nor sentient beings. They are AI, nothing but ones and zeros. They have no feelings, they are not alive, despite what the Alphas say. The AI don't really feel anything, they aren't real. You have all most likely killed countless AI in other games before, so what is the problem with it now? It's no different, and in this case it is saving our lives." He stated. "This is a critical step in getting everyone out of this game as soon as possible. The longer it takes for us to escape, the more people, REAL people, will die. We are exchanging AI for real human lives, that is not immoral. You want to know what is immoral? Keeping people trapped in this world because you don't want to lose your position of power, like the Alphas are doing." Zane slammed his fist on the podium. "They are trying their hardest to stop any progress we make towards escaping." 
 
      
 
    "The spartans have turned tyrannical, don't let them strip away all of your rights! And don't let the terroristic Moderators scare you into submission to their crooked rules!" Zane slammed his fist on the podium. "I am the hero of this world! I will protect you and together we can take a stand against the A-" 
 
      
 
    He was suddenly cut off. It all happened in a flash starting with Zane taking one step back. Zane drew his pistol and a dark figure jumped down from the roof, slamming into the ground. It just barely missed Zane, who fired his pistol right as the thing passed him. The figure hit the ground such force that it sent huge cracks through the stone stage and kicked up a cloud of dust obscuring the view of Zane and the thing that attacked him. 
 
      
 
    Zane could be seen rolling out from the cloud of smoke on the left. He quickly raised his pistol and took another shot into the cloud. There was a loud metal clang indicating that his bullet was blocked. When the smoke cleared whoever had attacked was gone, but there was a small amount of blood on the ground next to the podium. Zane began walking towards the podium with his pistol in his left hand and one of his rapiers in his right, cautiously looking around the room as he walked. He kept his gun pointed at the podium and his rapier at the ready as he approached, but he didn't get too close. "I know you are there and I can sit here all day." He called out to seemingly nobody. 
 
      
 
    A deep, irritated growl came from the shadow of the podium, then a man climbed out of the shadow as if it were a hole in the ground. He stared Zane down, silently wondering how Zane had known where he was. His left shoulder was bloody from where the first bullet had grazed him but he was mostly unharmed. 
 
      
 
    The man stood at 5'10" tall with a muscular and lean body. He wore a black military-style jacket over a black tank-top and faded gray jeans with a pair of black combat boots. He was pale skinned with short, dark brown, almost black hair, shaved close on the sides and left longer and relatively unkempt on top. He wore sleek metal gauntlets on his forearms and didn't seem to have any weapons on him aside from a small knife on his hip. Kaden vaguely recognized the man as someone he had crossed paths with in the past. 
 
      
 
    Zane watched the man climb out of the shadow and kept his pistol pointed at his head. "And as you can all see, the Alphas have already sent a Moderator to silence me! This is how they deal with anyone who opposes their plans, they kill them. Cut the broadcast for the next ten seconds then bring it back without audio." He called out to the camera, knowing that Ashley would cut the camera before it broadcast him saying that last part. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not a Moderator." Jackson muttered. 
 
      
 
    "I know that, but our audience doesn't need to know." Zane stated. "Not like it'll matter once you're dead anyways." 
 
      
 
    Jackson shook his head and almost laughed. "Heh… Yeah, right." 
 
      
 
    Zane smirked. It looked like his entire body turned into sand, then that sand started blowing away in the wind. Little by little Zane's features began to disappear and what was left where Zane had been standing was someone entirely different. When the dust cleared Zane was gone and replaced with a short blue eyed woman with long silver hair and a very sharp expression on her face. She wore the same clothes Zane had been wearing, and had his weapons. The Alphas immediately recognized her as the woman Zane had been talking with at the cafe. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Jackson saw that it wasn't really Zane that he was facing, he clenched his fists and teeth and shot the woman one of the most intense death glares she had ever seen. 
 
      
 
    The woman smirked "Reeeally? You're gonna kill me? Think about this now, we are both in the middle of the room with no real cover to hide behind. What did you bring to this fight? Shiny gloves? And OH! Would you look at that I brought a gun. Looks like you already lost bud." She said as she raised the gun over her head and pointed it up in the air as if to show it off. 
 
      
 
    Jackson was fuming, his attempt to assassinate Zane had been a complete failure. Zane wasn't even here, he was hiding behind this woman. What a great hero he is. The second the woman's pistol was pointed away from him, Jackson activated his kinetic boots and lunged at her. The push from the kinetic boots made him take off like a bullet and he would close the distance between them in the blink of an eye. But Christie was super-humanly fast without needing enchanted boots, and the second he launched his attack she smirked. She was pissing him off on purpose, knowing the rage would make him fight sloppily. She was even throwing in a little empathy magic to enrage him faster. She had known he would move in as soon as she pointed the gun away from him and that was exactly what she wanted, she was manipulating him and his emotions like a puppet. 
 
      
 
    As he lunged at her she thrust her rapier at his head, but he was quick to grab the rapier with his gauntlet covered hand and slam his feet into the ground to stop his own lunge before he jumped into the blade. While holding her rapier back so she couldn't attack, he let out an enraged roar as his other hand immediately threw a jab for her stomach. His kinetic gloves enhanced the force of his punches to have bone-shattering strength. 
 
      
 
    Christie used her superior agility to flip up into the air over his head and dodge his punch. While she was upside down in the air above his head, she reversed gravity in the area and they both began falling upwards towards the ceiling. Christie was already upside down so she landed on her feet, then used Jackson's grip on her rapier against him, yanking the rapier down and slamming him head-first into the concrete ceiling. 
 
      
 
    Jackson was stunned by the blow and confused by the sudden change in gravity's direction but adapted almost immediately. He kept his grip on her rapier as he kicked Christie's feet out from under her in one fluid and fast movement as he shifted back onto his own feet. But Christie didn't fall over. She flowed with the motion, letting go of her rapier and placing her hands on the ground as she shifted into a backflip and landed back on her feet. She looked up just in time to see her own rapier, in Jackson's hand, being thrust at her head. 
 
      
 
    Christie quickly sidestepped the blade and raised her gun for a point-blank shot, but before she could pull the trigger Jackson screamed in her face. It startled her, making her flinch and hesitate just enough for his other fist to slam into her chest. With a bone-snapping crack Christie was sent flying backwards and slammed into the wall on the other side of the room. She coughed up a mouthful of blood and ducked just in time for her rapier to strike the wall right above her head. Pushing through the pain she sprang to her feet and looked up to see that Jackson had thrown more than just the rapier. Moving with superhuman speed she tried to sidestep but the knife stabbed into her side and caused her to shout out in pain. 
 
      
 
    Before she knew it a bow and arrow appeared out of nowhere in Jackson's hands and in an instant he fired the arrow at her. With her lightning fast reflexes she sidestepped the arrow only to see a quiver full of arrows appear on his back. As soon as she had sidestepped the first shot he was already firing another. Christie dove out of the way of the arrows and jumped up at one of the stone pillars, then jumped off it to get higher and flipped upside down. As soon as she was upside down she returned gravity to normal and landed on her feet back on the floor. 
 
      
 
    Jackson began falling back to the ground but he wasn't falling for the same trick twice, as soon as gravity returned to normal he kicked back on the ceiling and flipped himself rightside up again. As he fell Christie took two shots at him with her pistol, the first was aimed at his chest but he used his free arm and his superhuman reflexes to block the bullet with his gauntlet. The second was clearly going to miss, it was aimed off to the side, but as it went past he realized what she was really aiming at. The bullet struck his bow, her real target, with pinpoint accuracy and splintered the wood. Christie ducked behind the pillar again and out of sight. 
 
      
 
    Jackson threw the broken remains of the bow aside and ran at the pillar, knowing she was wounded and slowed down by her injury. As he neared the pillar she suddenly popped out from behind it and fired another bullet directly at his forehead. Jackson saw it coming and moved his gauntlet in front of the bullet to block it as he closed the distance on the small woman. But in that moment he moved his arm to block the bullet, his vision of Christie was obscured by his own arm, exactly what she wanted. As soon as she knew his vision was obscured she fired three more times. Being unable to see where she fired the bullets, he couldn't block them. So Jackson quickly sidestepped to his left to dodge them, but as he moved he saw that she hadn't fired the bullets at him. One had been fired above his head, one had been fired to his right, and one had been fired to his left. Had he stayed where he was they would have missed, but by trying to dodge he unknowingly stepped right out in front of the bullet. 
 
      
 
    The bullet struck him in the chest, causing him to stumble backwards. Christie quickly stepped behind the pillar again. Jackson could hear the click of her ejecting the empty magazine from her pistol followed by it hitting the floor. She was reloading! Using adrenaline to push through the intense pain he activated his kinetic boots and launched himself behind the pillar with her to take advantage of her being unable to shoot at him. He was already halfway through a punch when he landed beside her, only to see that she wasn't there. 
 
      
 
    It was a trap. Jackson immediately heard three gunshots coming from above. Christie was using her gravity spells to stand on the side of the pillar, up high and out of his reach. She hadn't actually reloaded, she had just ejected the magazine and then put it back in to fire her last few shots at him when he unknowingly rushed in. Jackson attempted to dodge them as quickly as he could. He blocked one that almost hit his forehead with his gauntlet. The second two bullets, he sidestepped with one quick step to his left, although one of them grazed his cheek. Then he jumped back just barely in time to get out of the way as Christie lunged at him from above and stabbed her second rapier down at him, her blade came less than an inch from his head. 
 
      
 
    The wound on Jackson's chest was slowing him down, that attack was far too close. Jackson knew he needed to end this quickly, he knew he might not be able to evade in time next time. He attempted to kick her but as soon as she knew she missed Christie jumped backwards to gain some distance. Using her superhuman speed she grabbed a new magazine to reload. 
 
      
 
    Still trying to stop her before she could reload Jackson launched himself at her again, but he wasn't fast enough anymore, she got the magazine into her pistol before he could reach her. Christie quickly moved to the side to get out of his way and stabbed her rapier at his ribs. Jackson landed on his feet and immediately spun around, grabbing her rapier as he moved in to try and punch her again. This time she hopped backwards and pulled her rapier back, the smooth and tapered blade allowing it to slip right out of his metal gauntlets. As soon as it slipped out of his grip she immediately changed directions and lunged at him again, fluidly shifting into another thrust at his head. 
 
      
 
    Jackson stepped towards her and parried the blow this time, shoving the blade up and out of the way with his gauntlet. As soon as his arm moved to block the blade Christie shot her pistol at the shoulder of his blocking arm. He moved his other arm to block and while he was focused on her gun she swept his legs. He was fast but she was much faster, and she was intentionally throwing attacks at him too quickly for him to block them all. Even with his superhuman reflexes and speed, he couldn't match hers. Jackson hit the ground but in an instant he rolled backwards to evade a stab from her rapier, as he rolled she shot at him again but he was on his feet in a crouching position and blocking the bullet just in time. 
 
      
 
    He just needed to get one more good punch in, then the fight would be over. She may have been faster, but he could hit much harder. He activated his kinetic boots again to launch himself at her, but this time the force of gravity underneath his own feet suddenly became much stronger. Before his feet left the ground he was yanked right back down to his knees and Christie fired another bullet at his head. She had put on a good enough show for the camera, she was done playing around. It was time she finished him off. She knew her gravity spell would make his boots and gauntlets way too heavy for him to lift. Ensuring that there would be no blocking or evading this shot. The fight was over. 
 
      
 
    As the bullet neared Jackson's head he yanked his hand out of his gauntlet and extended his bare arm in front of the bullet. The bullet hit the bottom of his palm, pierced the bone, and began going down his arm through the bone. But the low caliber bullet wasn't enough to pierce all the way through, it could have, had he held his arm sideways, but going down his arm like this was too much for the bullet to pierce. The bullet was blocked. 
 
      
 
    Jackson stuck his bloody hand back in his gauntlet and felt the powerful gravity force wear off, he saw Christie stumble and knew a high-tier spell like that must have taken a heavy toll on her stamina. But he too was feeling the burn of exhaustion from using his kinetic enchantments so much, he now had lost almost all function in one of his hands, and he was dealing with severe blood loss. But he refused to back down, not when he was this close. Jackson lunged at her, she ducked immediately expecting another jab and swept for his legs again but he jumped over her kick and sent a kinetic empowered kick right back at her head. Christie rolled to the side to dodge the kick and stabbed her rapier up at him from her crouched position, but Jackson grabbed her rapier again with his good arm and threw a sloppy, kinetic empowered chop at the blade with his other arm, snapping the blade in half. 
 
      
 
    Christie sprang to her feet and moved backwards to put distance between them, but Jackson sprinted straight at her and threw a running kick at her chest. Christie jumped at the wall and adjusted the wall to be the center of gravity so she could stand on it, then as Jackson stumbled and fell towards the wall she fired another shot down at him. Jackson quickly sidestepped the bullet and jumped onto the wall beside Christie. Christie took a few steps back but then stumbled and suddenly jumped back towards the ground again. 
 
      
 
    Jackson followed her as he too jumped back towards the ground just in time for gravity to revert to normal. He could tell she didn't have the stamina to keep up with the gravity spell anymore, she had used it too much and exhausted herself. They both landed on the ground. Jackson could feel his body starting to go numb, and the lightheadedness along with the slow loss of vision that came with blood loss began setting in. He knew he could only resist unconsciousness a little longer. He was at the end of his rope, but so was she. He was determined to finish this, taking this woman down would clearly be a heavy blow against Zane. If he can't take Zane down today, she'd have to do. He wasn't going to leave without something, he didn't want all of this to be in vain. 
 
      
 
    And it was in that moment that the door to the room burst open and two people rushed in. One of them was a big burly man wearing priest's clothing. He carried a bible in one hand and an utterly massive steel club in the shape of a cross in the other hand. The other was a heavily armored woman with very long, braided red hair who carried an axe. The woman waved her arm and what looked like a see-through bubble appeared around Charles and Christie, then she focused and her hand began emitting a green glow. A green light connected her hand to Christie and Christie's wounds began slowly healing. 
 
      
 
    Charles tightly gripped his club and suddenly took off in a dead sprint at Jackson. The man also moved super-humanly fast, almost as fast as Christie, and he must have had superhuman strength to even lift that massive club, never mind to run or fight with it. He cleared the room in a split second and was beside Jackson, slamming the massive metal cross down at the smaller man's head. Seeing a former acquaintance only spurred Jackson's anger. He sidestepped the club and threw a kinetic powered punch at the man's chest. The club struck the ground with such force that it cracked the stone floor, but Charles immediately twisted the club and parried the punch with the handle before he swung his club back at Jackson again. Jackson ducked under the horizontal swing and punched the bottom of it with his kinetic gloves, the force of the punch left a massive dent in the club and almost knocked it out of Charles's hands. But then there was a gunshot and Jackson felt the sting of another bullet strike his side before he could turn his attention back to Christie, who was mostly healed by now and preparing to shoot him again. To make matters worse Jackson also heard the clanking footsteps of Em, the axe woman, sprinting at him from the other side. This wasn't a fight he could win in his condition. 
 
      
 
    As Charles slammed his club down at Jackson again, Jackson suddenly fell through the floor and into his own shadow as if it were a hole in the ground. Then the shadow zipped out the window and away from the fight. 
 
      
 
    The camera caught the last few seconds of Charles and Em rushing in to provide medical treatment for Christie, before the camera shut off and the broadcast ended. 
 
      
 
    Kaden, in the middle of the broadcast, had closed his portal since the camera was offering a much better view of the fight. Even if it didn't include sound. Kaden was applauding the television as best as he could with his metal suit of armor on. "Wow that was a good one! I wonder what they'll do for episode two. He should fight a kraken for episode two." 
 
      
 
    "Well, whatever message he was trying to put out got interrupted." Estellese pointed out. "And I doubt that fight went as smoothly as he planned if he had to bring in the guards." 
 
      
 
    "She." Kaden pointed out. "That wasn't Zane. Pretty clever trick to avoid assassins I'd say." 
 
      
 
    "Something tells me you've tripped that trap before." Estellese teased. 
 
      
 
    "Pooossibly." Kaden laughed. "You know me too well." 
 
      
 
    "The message didn't get interrupted." Mendelen replied. "If anything, the civilians will believe that that man was a Moderator and will rally behind Zane. Assassinating a leader, or attempting to, is a blatant act of war and it backs up everything he was saying about us trying to silence him." 
 
      
 
    "So what does that mean?" Estellese questioned. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen sighed. "Well, with that, with everything he's been saying, and considering we are about to attack them. I think it's safe to say that this is going to unfold into a war. We need to start preparing." 
 
      
 
    "I'm still trying to preemptively assassinate him and shut this whole thing down." Kaden pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "You do that." Mendelen replied. "But we aren't going to count on it. This guy really has this whole thing planned out, he's a step ahead of us every time. I get the feeling that even you won't be able to get at him." 
 
      
 
    Kaden sighed, and nodded. "Yeah. But I'll keep trying." He replied. He opened another portal beside them, leading back to the Spartan tower. The group walked back through it before Kaden spoke up again. "So, we ready for the battle? Only got a couple days left to prepare." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, we're ready." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 "Yes." Estellese perked up. "And on the thought of that, I must speak with you privately." 
 
      
 
    Kaden gave her a quizzical look. "Alright?" He unsurely replied. 
 
      
 
    "I need you to open a portal at these coordinates." Estellese added and quickly wrote down a few coordinates on a piece of paper. Once she was finished she focused for a moment, and a small earthquake shook the tower. 
 
      
 
    Kaden looked thoroughly intrigued by the strange request, but he opened a portal to the desired location and gestured for her to go first. "This is getting more and more interesting by the second." He mused as Estellese stepped through the portal. Kaden followed along right behind her and the portal closed behind them. 
 
      
 
    "So, what do you think of this?" Zanath asked Mendelen. 
 
      
 
    "This war? I think it's a terrible idea with the way things are right now. But I can't stop her, Cora is her friend." Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    "Zane is right though, these are all nothing more then AI." Zanath pointed out. Mendelen was about to respond but Zanath cut him off. "Although, even if they are AI, that doesn't mean they are not alive. There comes a point when AI becomes so advanced that it gains its own sentience. That's what we have here, they are just AI, but they are fully sentient and alive at this point." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen nodded. "Exactly." He leaned back against the wall. "We've met them, we've befriended them. Well, I mean, I'm not great friends with any of them. But you were friends with Esyll, Estellese has numerous friends among the other races, and I think we're all friends to some degree with Pex. They are just as alive as we are, and technically if our bodies are in the game like Thomas said, we are also just ones and zeroes now. But on the same note, I'm not so sure it's worth risking everything for them like Kaden and Estellese are trying. They really are just AI. It's just..." He hesitated. "I'd be lying if I said I wasn't really conflicted." 
 
      
 
    Zanath nodded. "I trust the two of them to handle it. I intend to ask them both to gather some data on this Sasumi guy while they are there. He seems like he's going to be a problem if we do go to war with them. Even if he is truly immortal, I'm sure if I study him a little I'll find a way to stop him." 
 
      
 
    "Do you have something in mind?" Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Kind of." Zanath answered. "If he really is immortal, I could probably make a sarcophagus out of gemstones. Then we could get the gemstones enhanced with enchantments that would, collectively, dramatically reduce his strength and prevent him from using magic. Thus, trapping him inside and rendering him unable to get back out. I could then power said sarcophagus with a few machines and energy-to-magic converters." 
 
      
 
    "Should you really be saying all that out loud?" Mendelen replied. 
 
      
 
    Zanath nodded. "I'm doing that on purpose. Saying things out loud often aids me in my research and will help me find the answers I need." 
 
      
 
    Mendelen understood and looked impressed. "Alright then. I'm going to go do a few things to help Estell prepare for the battle." 
 
      
 
    "I left the new Spartan armor in storage." Zanath added. "The schematics are with it, but can only be accessed by magic. We should be able to armor up a good number of Spartans over the next few days." 
 
      
 
    "Done early?" Mendelen smiled a bit. "Maybe we do have a better fighting chance then I thought." 
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    - Chapter 31: The Battle of Port Redwarren - 
 
      
 
    Estellese, Fate, Kathryn and Katy stood inside of Estellese's personal stash. She had a lot of odds and ends neatly assorted in the room, along with a bed. 
 
      
 
    "So what is the purpose of this armor? It doesn't look very sturdy." Kathryn questioned. The armor was made of kevlar, with a lot of wires and electronic parts attached to it. 
 
      
 
    "It isn't traditional armor. It's a new high-tech armor that Zanath and Mendelen worked on together." Estellese explained. "It projects a kinetic barrier around the wearer, protecting them from harm. And it's bulletproof material." 
 
      
 
    "So it is like your magic barriers? Only created by technology instead of magic?" Fate questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Exactly. It will recharge on its own, at no cost to your stamina, in ten seconds. However if the barrier is completely broken it will require thirty seconds. So it is best used for short bursts of aggression. Attack, let the shield absorb all the damage, then back off before it completely breaks and play defense until it recharges." Estellese explained. 
 
      
 
    "Huh, that actually sounds useful," Fate murmured. She would put the new armor on underneath her dress, keeping it hidden from sight. Katy and Kathryn follow suit, hiding the armor under their clothes. It was thin enough to appear like they didn't have any, they hoped to catch their foes off guard with it. Estellese wore hers over her clothes, but underneath her pink, lightweight platemail armor. 
 
      
 
    There was suddenly a loud knock on the door and Estellese sighed. 
 
      
 
    "Who's that? Drake?" Fate asked as she uneasily took a step away from the entrance. 
 
      
 
    "Probably Kaden. Don't worry, it's impossible to enter someone else's stash without permission." Estellese replied. "I'll go let him know everyone is changing." 
 
      
 
    "Why are we working with them?" Kathryn questioned. 
 
      
 
    "We need all the help we can get. The enemy of my enemy is my friend." Estelle explained. 
 
      
 
    "But working with murderers and criminals?" Kathryn questioned. 
 
      
 
    "I know." Estellese sighed as she walked out of her stash. When she stepped out of it she walked out of a glowing door frame that was missing a door. She was in the middle of what appeared to be an empty apartment building in Port Redwarren. 
 
      
 
    "I figured that stash was yours." Kaden took a step away from the door. 
 
      
 
    "The team is putting their armor on, so I can't let you in." Estellese stated. 
 
      
 
    "I don't need to go in. I was sent by Mendelen to deliver these." Kaden replied as he handed her a pair of earpieces. Just a simple-looking pair of plastic clips she could attach to her ears with a microphone on one side. "Zanath reverse engineered the malicious connection to our systems and used it to make these. They should allow all of us to communicate at long ranges." 
 
      
 
    "All of us?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    Kaden nodded. "Zanath is breaching the systems as we speak, gaining access to their security cameras and such. Him and Mendelen will be watching over us from Belesara. I will have a pair, you have a pair. We also got a few for everyone in your group, Drake included, and a few people from my own forces have a pair." 
 
      
 
    Estellese smiled a little. "That's Zanath. Doesn't look it, but he must be worried about us if he figured that one out so fast." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Kaden nodded. "He hasn't slept much the last few days." 
 
      
 
    "So how does this work?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "The button on the left ear turns the mic on or off. The dial on the right ear changes the channel you broadcast to." Kaden explained. "You and your group are channel one. Me and my Moderators are channel two. Channel three is open between all of us. Channel four is also open to everyone, but doesn't have a use yet, they are saving it to make a new group if needed. You can only hear voices for the groups you're in." 
 
      
 
    "So speaking in group two would be pointless for me then?" Estellese questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Yes." Kaden replied. "But if you need to speak with me or my group just speak in group three where everyone can hear it." 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded. "Alright, that's pretty simple and straightforward." As she spoke Katy and Kathryn walked out of her stash, then a moment after them Fate walked out as well. The three Spartans gave Kaden a look of disgust as they walked past him. 
 
      
 
    "Good, make sure we keep in touch. Communication will be key in this battle. I'm gonna be hopping all over the place with the Mods so I will need to know where you are so I can open my portals in the right places." Kaden said as he took a step back and leaned back against the wall, putting his arms behind his head. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, just be careful out there." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    Kaden laughed a little. "Nah, since I mastered the use of portals I'm near invincible. The Royals won't know what hit em." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden! Take this seriously." Estellese scolded him. "This isn't like fighting with Mendelen or I. These people will actually be trying to kill you, they won't be holding back like we did." 
 
      
 
    "Comeon, it's me. I'll be fine." Kaden shrugged it off as he handed her the earpieces for her team. "Drake already has his." He added, and before she could respond he opened another portal and left. 
 
      
 
    Estellese sighed and shook her head once he left. She walked into the other room and handed out the earpieces to everyone, giving the brief explanation on how they worked to her group. Once everyone had their earpieces Estellese switched over to her channel and started to lead her forces. 
 
      
 
    "Drake? You around?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Present." Drake replied to all groups. "The Royals are making their move, I see them setting up and preparing to surround me." 
 
      
 
    "Yep, we've spotted the vast majority of them and are ready to spring once the first shot is fired." Kaden said to all groups. 
 
      
 
    "You can handle this, right?" Fate worriedly asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I got this. Do what you guys need to do. I'll meet up with everyone as planned once they are dealt with." Drake replied. "Be careful out there ladies, I've got a bad feeling things aren't going to go to plan." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks Drake. You be safe out there too." Estellese replied, then switched to the channel to address all groups. "Alright everyone. Remember, your life is more important than your mission. If anything goes wrong, save yourself and your allies if you have allies by your side. There will always be another chance to complete the mission after we retreat and heal up. The elves are likely marching to the city as we speak, their attack is scheduled to hit in five minutes." 
 
      
 
    "What, no fancy speech?" Damion spoke up in the channel for everyone, and several others jumped over to it. "I thought you fancy hero-types always gave a corny speech first. I mean, that was pretty corny, but it wasn't much of a speech." 
 
      
 
    "Get off the comms Damion!" Fate growled back. "Nobody wants to hear from a lowlife like you." 
 
      
 
    "You don't want me to talk, but you need me to save your asses, huh?" Damion jeered. "Are the Spartans not tough enough to handle the real fights alone? Don't worry, we're used to handling the big boy problems you lot are too afraid of." 
 
      
 
    "We didn't ask for you assholes to be here! It'd be a lot better if you all just jumped off a cliff." Kathryn shouted back. 
 
      
 
    "Make me. Oh wait you pansies can't even touch me!" Damion laughed, and was about to talk but he was interrupted by Vincent. 
 
      
 
    "Now now Damion, be nice. We don't want to hurt their feelings. The Spartans are a fragile bunch, don't break 'em before the battle begins." Vincent jeered. 
 
      
 
    Fate and the twins were fuming. "WE won the battle of Bele village. WE kicked your asses when you morons tried to take over every human city." Fate shouted at them. 
 
      
 
    "WE let you win." Vincent countered. 
 
      
 
    "Bullshit!" Kathryn shouted back. "You guys couldn't have held the cities, you were spread too thin to fight back! We won, you didn't let us win!" 
 
      
 
    Vincent just laughed. "That was all part of the plan hon, we never intended to control the cities for long. That boring shit is your job, it's all the Spartans are really good for after all. You guys are like the fuzzy, cutesy mascots everyone sees, while we do all the actual work in the background." 
 
      
 
    "Guys." George joined the conversation. "We are better than them, are we not? Vincent? Damion? So let's stop acting like children, it just makes you look as weak as they are." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah yeah. Not like we wanted to babysit these goodie-two-shoes. Can't blame me for trying to get some fun out of a BS mission." Vincent muttered then went back to the Moderator only channel. 
 
      
 
    "I still consider you a friend Fate. Keep that in mind." George replied before he also moved over to the Moderators channel. 
 
      
 
    "Not after you killed Sarah." Fate coldly snapped back, then her and Kathryn returned to the Spartan only channel. 
 
      
 
    Estellese, trying to keep her cool, said nothing and just returned to the Spartan channel. "Lets go." She said to her own group as she and the other women started making their way towards the castle, where the Royal army was based. The Royals knew she was coming, they knew her and her team would be attacking the castle from this entrance… But things were eerily quiet. The guards were gone. "We are walking into a trap." Estellese warned. 
 
      
 
    "Heads up." Kaden spoke through everyone's earpieces. "The Royals have moved the bulk of their forces out into the field to engage the elves." He warned, then laughed a little. "Which was a terrible idea, the elves are much better off fighting in the field. But that's your stupid Royal battle update. Now we switch to Jerry with the weather." 
 
      
 
    "It's a sunny day outside, with a slight chance of clouds and possibly some rain later tonight." A female voice Estellese didn't recognize spoke to everyone. 
 
      
 
    "Who is this? One of your people Kaden?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Not one of mine." Kaden laughed. "But that was a pretty good introduction." 
 
      
 
    There was a brief moment of static, before the earpieces started working normally again. "Sorry." Zanath joined the conversation. "One of the Royals is trying to gain access. I shut them out." 
 
      
 
    "Got it. Thanks for the update then you two." Estellese replied, then turned to her group. "We stick to the plan, it's clearly a trap but we can handle it." She quickly put a barrier around everyone in her group, with the barrier provided by the new Spartan armor they now had two magic barriers. 
 
      
 
    They cautiously walked into the first room, which was a big, dark, grand entrance type of room. A staircase was in the center-back of the room that split into two upward staircases going right and left. There was a door on either side of the staircase, above and below it, with two other doors to the sides of the entrance. The castle was covered with expensive looking paintings and lights, even the railings for the stairs and the carpet were fancy. Zane had spared no expense when building this. 
 
      
 
    The four women walked into the room. "Where do we go from here?" Kathryn asked. 
 
      
 
    "Left, that leads to the dungeons." Estellese replied, silently waiting for the trap to be sprung. But nothing was happening. As they turned and started walking towards the left-most door a strange woman walked out of the shadows and blocked the door. Fate immediately summoned her hand of five cards, Katy and Kathryn both grabbed their rifles, and Estellese summoned her diamond staff. 
 
      
 
    "You're not going this way." The woman stated. She was incredibly short, standing at only 4' tall. Her skin was an inhuman shade of white, with long pure-white hair, black eyes, and a long black and white dress. 
 
      
 
    Without a second thought, Kathryn shot the woman four times in the head. But the bullets passed right through her, there was no blood, and she was completely unscratched. 
 
      
 
    The woman laughed. "Did you think Sasumi was the only immortal Zane had on his side? He's not. There's a lot of us here." 
 
      
 
    "Uh." Kaden spoke up over the earpieces. "I do not know who that woman is. Never seen her before." 
 
      
 
    As soon as he finished speaking two exact clones of the woman stepped out of the shadows in the room. They were surrounding the group on three sides, the only side they didn't cover was the entrance. 
 
      
 
    "It's four of us against three of them." Estellese quietly murmured. "I'm sure there's a way to take them down, we need to hold our ground until we figure it out." 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Fate stated. 
 
      
 
    "Good, let me face them alone until I figure it out. Back me up, but don't get too involved in the fight. We want to-" Estellese started to say, but then suddenly a massive metal mace came slamming down from above. The mace struck Estellese with such force that it shattered both of her barriers, and slammed her through the stone castle floor. The mace along with the massive metal man, holding it fell right through the hole in the floor after her. There was a series of loud, ground-shaking crashes that followed. 
 
      
 
    Fate and the others were shocked and frozen in place for a moment. Fate quickly ran over to the hole and looked down to see what happened. The metal man hadn't just slammed Estellese through the floor, it slammed her through three floors. The gaping hole in the ground was so deep, the metal man was now standing four floors below them and Estellese was out of sight. Presumably underneath him. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my god, is she okay?" Katy worriedly asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know." Fate took a step away from the hole in the ground, they couldn't jump down there to assist, it was too far of a fall. The air was suddenly a lot heavier and the three women were now on-edge. Katy, the slightly smaller of the purple haired twins, was starting to panic. She was holding it together for now but she was starting to shake. Fate and Kathryn were both scared and tense, but were alright for now. 
 
      
 
    "Estellese just took a heavy hit." Fate worriedly spoke in the channel for everyone. "It's bad, it went right through the barriers and she was separated from the group. I don't think she could've survived that. What do we do?" 
 
      
 
    "Well." George replied. "You're the leader now Fate. Complete the mission." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden! Status!" Mendelen called out through the earpiece. But Kaden didn't answer. "Kaden! Estelle! One of you two answer!" But there was no response. 
 
      
 
    "George! We might have just lost Estell! That's not something that can be resolved by just taking leadership. We can't win this without her." Fate argued. "Get Kaden to answer, we need him to go see if she survived." 
 
      
 
    "We are unsure of Kaden's status ourselves." George answered. "Which is why I'm stepping up as the new leader. He ran into Matthew, and apparently Matthew has a new weapon. He stunned Kaden, and next thing we knew there was a tank on top of us. Yeah, a literal freaking tank. It was a carefully planned assassination attempt, as soon as he got stunned the tank appeared and blasted him. We don't know what happened after that." 
 
      
 
    "We need to pull back." Fate nervously took a step towards the door. 
 
      
 
    "No. Our leaders are bound to fall in battle eventually, we need to be ready to step up when they do. We have a mission to complete, with or without them. Get to it." George insisted. 
 
      
 
    "But without the Alphas, especially Kaden, this plan isn't going to work-" Fate started. 
 
      
 
    "No buts. The elves need us. We'll need to find a new plan. They might still be alright, they are the Alphas after all. I would hope Estellese wouldn't be taken down that easily, I know Kaden won't be." George insisted. 
 
      
 
    "You're right." Fate sighed. She switched over to the Spartan channel. "Alright, I'm taking charge until Estellese returns. Drake, we need you to get to us immediately. We need reinforcements." 
 
      
 
    "On it." Drake replied. 
 
      
 
    "And the three of us need to take her out." Fate said to the others. 
 
      
 
    "Why's she sitting there letting us talk?" Katy pointed out. It was at that moment that all three of them felt a light prick on the back of their necks. Like a bug bite. 
 
      
 
    Fate immediately pulled her long hair aside and slapped whatever was on the back of her neck. When she looked at her hand afterwards she saw what had bitten her. She had a crushed, black spider that was over an inch long in the palm of her hand, and the spider had a red hourglass on its abdomen. "Black widows? Shit! They poisoned us! End this quickly!" Fate called out to the others. 
 
      
 
    "Got it." The twins immediately opened fire on one of the women, firing several shots from their rifles at her. But the bullets just went right through her, she was unfazed by the attacks. "We can't hurt her." 
 
      
 
    "Follow the old plan then, hang back. Let me figure it out." Fate ordered. She immediately rushed at the first woman, who couldn't move fast enough to maintain the distance. Once she had closed the distance Fate attempted to grab her, but Fate's hand went right through her body. The woman had a physical body, Fate could feel her hand touch something, she was not intangible. And then Fate realized what she was touching and she went pale. The illusion faded and the woman's body broke apart into a pile of thousands of black widow spiders, a pile Fate had stuck her hand into. Hundreds of spiders began rushing out of the pile and down Fate's arm. Her arm was covered in so many spiders it looked like one big black mass moving up her arm. Fate screamed and jumped backwards. She started madly flailing her arm, trying to shake the spiders off. 
 
      
 
    "What's wrong?!" Kathryn worriedly rushed over to Fate. 
 
      
 
    "She's not a woman! She's not a woman!" Fate panickedly shouted as she frantically tried to shake the spiders off her arm. The spiders just kept crawling up her arm, and several of them repeatedly bit her. "She's spiders!" 
 
      
 
    The pile of spiders regrouped into a big pile again and the illusion of a woman re-appeared over them. "I am Arachnia, human, just because I am a hivemind of spiders does not mean you get to disrespect me. Not in my home." 
 
      
 
    Fate had gotten all of the spiders she could see and feel off of herself, but she was shaking and she took a few steps away from the woman. The poison was starting to set in, the three of them were starting to cough and were struggling to breathe. 
 
      
 
    "Relax, we got this." Kathryn assured Fate and pulled her back a few steps. 
 
      
 
    "She is spiders! Shooting her is only going to kill a couple of the spiders, there's thousands of them." Fate shakily argued. 
 
      
 
    "We know, we got a plan." Kathryn assured her. As she spoke Katy took a smoke grenade off her belt and tossed it into the middle of the room. The room quickly filled with smoke, obscuring everything from sight. 
 
      
 
    Arachnia and her two clones started to back away from the smoke. They listened for the footsteps of the twins and began shooting sticky webs at the two of them. Although, her aim was not good enough to hit the twins. It was clear Arachnia hadn't been in combat before. She quickly stepped out of the smoke cloud, but she couldn't see where the two girls were within the cloud. 
 
      
 
    Then, one of Arachnia's spiders caught sight of Kathryn, hanging from the ceiling with a grappling hook. She was about to throw a web at Kathryn, when suddenly a molotov came flying out of the smoke cloud. The molotov hit one of Arachnia's clones and exploded into flames, burning all of the spiders that made up her body. The clone let out a scream of pain, and then disappeared in the flames. Leaving just a scattered pile of burnt spiders behind on the ground. 
 
      
 
    The two copies of her that were still standing quickly turned their attention back to the smoke cloud, but they couldn't see where Katy was within the smoke. Before they could do anything another molotov came flying out and burnt the second clone to death. The third and final Arachnia started to back away, she quickly took cover behind a wall where they couldn't reach her. However the last molotov was thrown by Kathryn and came down on her from above. 
 
      
 
    With the last clone of the woman defeated, Kathryn dropped down from the ceiling. She was choking and struggling to breathe. As soon as Katy stepped out of the smoke Kathryn stumbled over to her. Katy was resisting the poison a little better. 
 
      
 
    "It's alright, I got an antidote." Katy worriedly said as she quickly began going through her bag, putting aside her painting supplies, her headphones, and a sketchbook with sketching supplies. The girl with short chin-length purple hair finally found her antidote, but before she could hand it to Kathryn someone shot a web at it and knocked it right out of her hand. The antidote struck the wall and shattered, causing Katy to freeze in panic. 
 
      
 
    Katy looked up to see a fourth Arachnia standing not far from them, and she looked furious. This one was taller than the rest, standing at 6' tall. "I told you all, I am immortal!" 
 
      
 
    As soon as she spoke a fireball came blasting into the room through the smoke and just barely missed striking Arachnia. Arachnia quickly took a few steps backwards and fired a web back into the smoke, but it hit nothing. 
 
      
 
    A moment later a tall woman standing just an inch shorter than Arachnia, with short blonde hair and blue eyes burst out of the smoke. She wore a blue hoodie with jeans and as soon as she saw Arachnia she threw another fireball at her. Chloe grabbed the two small axes on her back and charged head-on at Arachnia. 
 
      
 
    "Stay away from her Miss!" Katy coughed out "She's just a big pile of spiders! Burn her but don't touch her!" 
 
      
 
    Hearing the warning Chloe quickly stopped her charge and backed off, blasting a wave of flames back at Arachnia instead. A few arrows were fired out of the smoke, going right through Arachnia when they hit her. 
 
      
 
    As Chloe went toe-to-toe with Arachnia two teenage boys and one older woman rushed out of the smoke. The first boy was in his late teens and stood at 5'8" with black hair and sharp brown eyes. He looked a little undernourished, and just wore a simple black shirt and pants. The second boy looked to be in his early teens and was relatively short. He wore a black hoodie with a gaming logo on it with jeans and a cap displaying a few characters from his favorite game. The woman who ran out of the smoke a moment after them stood at 5'4" with sharp blue eyes and long brown hair that reached her mid back. She wore a heavy-looking set of armor while carrying a mace and a shield. Oddly enough she had not one but two pairs of headphones around her neck. 
 
      
 
    The older of the boys grabbed Kathryn, while the younger boy and the woman grabbed Katy. They quickly pulled Katy and Kathryn into the smoke. 
 
      
 
    "What are you guys doing here?" Fate coughed. 
 
      
 
    "Not losing anybody else." Elliott replied. "You need the assistance. Jess, Snipes, get the antidotes to them, I'll help Chloe deal with the other lady." He quickly grabbed his revolver and was about to walk away when Fate grabbed his arm. 
 
      
 
    "Don't. You can't hurt her. She isn't human, she's actually a big pile of spiders." Fate coughed out before letting him go. 
 
      
 
    "Eeew." Elliott grimaced. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I tried to grab her." Fate cringed a little as that memory was brought up. "Physical attacks won't work, only non-physical magic like fire will work." 
 
      
 
    Elliott sighed and stopped. "I can't do anything against that." 
 
      
 
    "I'll go assist." Snipes offered, "You just need to watch over the two girls." 
 
      
 
    "Alright, be careful kid." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    "I'll go back him up." Jess added as she handed an antidote to Fate then rushed out of the smoke after Snipes. 
 
      
 
    Elliott stayed to watch over the twins and Fate, and it wasn't long before the battle outside of the smoke ended. Chloe, Jess, and Snipes returned as the smoke started clearing out of the room. Fate could hear the footsteps of the others who had been hidden in the smoke as they slipped off into nearby rooms to scout ahead. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, so with the spider lady taken down, and everyone's poison healed, where do we go from here." Elliott asked as he held a hand out to help Fate up. 
 
      
 
    "These people are some old friends of mine." Fate filled Katy and Kathryn in, since they were looking confused. She took Elliott's hand and pulled herself back onto her feet. "This is really dangerous guys, they might have killed two Alphas already. You guys shouldn't be here." 
 
      
 
    "We are here to help." Jess insisted. "You and Brooke did a lot for Carley and I. Least I can do is return the favor." 
 
      
 
    "Fate." Elliott added. "We're all friends, if the shoe was on the other foot you'd be here too. Trust us, we can handle this." 
 
      
 
    Fate smiled a little and nodded. "Got it. I hate to split us up, but if you guys are willing to help I have a plan. There's two prison blocks on either side of the castle, they aren't connected to each other. The original plan was to have Kaden use a portal to send us to the east side once we freed the prisoners in the west side. Kaden supposedly took a heavy hit and is now MIA. If you guys can clear the prison on the east side it would save us a lot of time." 
 
      
 
    "Alright, you got it." Elliott replied. "See you after the battle then." 
 
      
 
    "Good, Katy can you give him your earpiece? You can hear everything through Kathryn's right? Since your senses are linked? So you don't actually need one." Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    The small girl nodded. "Yeah, the echo from hearing it through both my own and through my sister's ears was getting a little jarring." Katy replied as she handed over her earpiece to Elliott. 
 
      
 
    Fate briefly explained how it worked, then sent Elliott and his group in the other direction while she lead her group towards the prison on her side. They made their way down the stairs to the prison level and as they started running down the corridors they spotted a trail of destroyed walls going straight in the direction of the prison. 
 
      
 
    "You think that's Estell?" Kathryn asked Fate. 
 
      
 
    "It could be, I mean that does look like her handiwork. I think it leads to the prisons so let's follow it." Fate thought out loud as she lead her group down the pathway of smashed-in walls. 
 
      
 
    "Where the hell is she?!" A female voice echoed through the halls. 
 
      
 
    "That's… Not Estell." Fate sighed. "I know who that is. We need to go help before she does something stupid." She picked up the pace, starting to run towards the voice. The twins followed along right behind her. 
 
      
 
    "Where is she!?" The voice venomously shouted out again. "You worthless human! Tell me where my sister is or I will tear this entire f*ing castle apart!" 
 
      
 
    "I'm just following orders." Matthew replied. "I don't know where your sister is. But I'm not letting you inside the prison block." 
 
      
 
    "Matthew! Get out of my f*ing way, that is your last warning!" The woman shouted back at him. 
 
      
 
    "You might want to listen to her, you can not stop us human." A male voice spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "We disagree on that." Matthew replied. "I'm not alone, I've got Sasumi the immortal on my side. Should you start a fight, he will come to assist. 
 
      
 
    As Fate and the others rushed into the room they spotted Matthew, one of Fate's former friends, blocking the doorway to the prisons. In Front of him were two elves. Fate recognized the woman as Eladienne, a 5'6" elven woman with a thin but muscular build. She had blue eyes and chin-length brown hair, wore a white tank top with a black leather jacket over it and blue jeans, and had some metal gauntlets with long, sharp, bloody claws on her hands. 
 
      
 
    The other elf there was a incredibly tall man, he stood at 6'4" which made him much taller then all of the other elves Fate had seen. He had brown eyes and long black hair that reached his waist. He wore a black cloak and pants, with light pieces of armor here and there, and carried a large broadsword. 
 
      
 
    Matthew, was 6'4", the same size as the elf. But he had a relatively strong and muscular build. He had short, spiky black hair and light blue eyes and was smoking a cigarette. He was dressed in the fancy type of clothing you'd wear to a professional interview, black dress pants, a white dress shirt, a tie, and an expensive looking jacket. But the state of his attire clearly showed his lack of any real care for his appearance. His clothes were wrinkled and a little dirty, his jacket was unbuttoned and his shirt was untucked and only buttoned a little over halfway. 
 
      
 
    "Matthew!" Fate called out to him. "Stand down." She rushed up to the front lines to stand beside the two elves, with the twins following a few steps behind her. Fate then turned to the elven girl and whispered "Hey Ella, Alicia's forces made it into the city already?" 
 
      
 
    "No. Screw Alicia's army I came here by myself." Eladienne countered "I just ran into this guy in the castle, seems he had the same idea to just bust in and kill them without the army." 
 
      
 
    "Fate, I'd really rather not see you die here. Just leave." Matthew stated. "You can't get through." 
 
      
 
    "We aren't leaving." Fate insisted. 
 
      
 
    Matthew sighed. "Welp, I tried." With a shrugg, the hologram projector turned off and Matthew disappeared. There was a brief moment of confusion among everyone, followed by the stomping of heavy metal boots. 
 
      
 
    A massive metal man walked out of the prison block. This man was an 8' tall, hulking mass of spiked metal armor, carrying a large, spiked mace that was big even for him. Fate immediately noticed that his mace was blood-soaked from a recent fight, it was the same metal man who had attacked Estellese. Fate looked around but didn't see any signs of Estellese anywhere, the metal man's armor wasn't even scratched. 
 
      
 
    "Guys… This is Sasumi the Immortal! We need to be caref-" Fate started to say, but before she could even finish speaking Eladienne and Emmei had already sprinted off to attack the metal man. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne rushed at the metal man with absolutely no regard to the height difference and slammed her fist into his stomach. Her blow struck him so hard she severely dented the armor and knocked the man backwards. Although the man landed on his feet. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne immediately rushed at him again and he swung his huge mace at her. Thinking fast Eladienne grabbed the mace to block the attack. But as soon as she touched the mace, it changed shape. Spikes sprang out of the mace head and handle, stabbing through her arms, shoulders, and chest. 
 
      
 
    The elven girl screamed in pain and jumped backwards to pull the spikes out of herself. She was critically wounded. 
 
      
 
    The mace returned to its original shape. The man then ran at Eladienne incredibly fast for a massive 8' tall man in a heavy metal suit of armor, and as he ran the entire front side of his armor flattened, then long spikes grew out of the front, intent on crushing and impaling the elven girl. 
 
      
 
    Fate quickly looked over her cards. She had a king of clubs, six of clubs, Ace of diamonds, two of diamonds and a six of hearts. Acting quickly, Fate threw the two of diamonds at Eladienne right before the metal man's spiky body slammed into her crushing her between himself and the concrete wall. The man immediately jumped backwards to evade a slice from Emmei's sword, and as he jumped back Eladienne was still standing. Her skin had changed to some diamond-like material that had completely blocked the attack. However, just as fast as she had gained the invulnerability, it disappeared and she returned to normal. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne looked shocked and a little shaken, it was enough to snap her out of her blind rage and for a moment she stopped attacking. 
 
      
 
    "Ella!" Fate called out to her. "We need to handle this guy strategically! Follow my lead! We'll find Lynn as soon as possible, trust me. If she's in here I want to free her too." 
 
      
 
    Emmei closed the distance between himself and Sasumi, then took another swing at the metal man. Sasumi quickly blocked, but as soon as Emmei's sword made contact with the mace both Emmei and his sword started to glow dimly. In a flash Emmei sidestepped a spike and slammed his sword into Sasumi's side. Suddenly, Emmei was moving faster, and was hitting harder. But it wasn't enough to pierce Sasumi's armor. Instead, Emmei and his sword began glowing even brighter, making him even faster and stronger. 
 
      
 
    Sasumi quickly jumped backwards, but at this point Emmei was far too fast for Sasumi to keep any distance on him. Emmei followed him and immediately slammed his sword into Sasumi's side again, causing Emmei to glow even brighter. Sasumi took a swing at him but Emmei quickly ducked under the swing and slashed his sword at Sasumi's legs. 
 
      
 
    This time, as he swung, Emmei activated the enchantment on his sword and the sword rocketed forwards, slicing clean through Sasumi's armor and severed both of his legs. However, there was no blood and the metal armor immediately repaired itself after taking the blow, and Sasumi appeared to be unharmed. Before the metal man could do anything else Emmei stood up and slashed his sword through Sasumi's torso, slicing him in half, then he followed it up with another quick swing back at Sasumi's head, decapitating him. Every time Emmei hit Sasumi, him and his sword glowed a little brighter. And every time, Emmei was getting much faster and stronger than before. 
 
      
 
    However, just like before. Sasumi's armor just repaired itself immediately and Sasumi remained unharmed. There was no blood, there was no pain, it was like the attacks did nothing more then damage his armor when he clearly should have been sliced in half. 
 
      
 
    Fate, Kathryn, Katy, and Eladienne sat back and watched, unsure of what any of them could do to help. As they saw attack after attack do nothing to the man behind the armor, they began to question if this man really was immortal. Even Thomas, who they knew really was immortal, was injured when he got hit. Thomas just passed out when he took a lethal wound. This man, he wasn't getting hurt at all. 
 
      
 
    "There has to be something we aren't seeing." Kathryn insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah! His damn blood!" Eladienne growled. "How do we kill this asshole?" 
 
      
 
    "Is this guy a human?" Katy asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes." Fate replied. "He has posted on the message boards, only humans can do that." 
 
      
 
    "This shouldn't be possible then. The only human with immortality is Thomas, and that's for good reason." Kathryn stated. "This guy can't be immortal. Maybe he's just really small, and is only in a portion of the armor. It is a freaking huge suit of armor." She thought out loud as she raised her rifle. Although Emmei was too close for her to shoot. Katy also took aim, following Kathryn's lead. 
 
      
 
    "Emmei, jump back real quick!" Eladienne called out when she noticed Kathryn taking aim. 
 
      
 
    Emmei jumped backwards, then both Katy and Kathryn open fired on Sasumi. Their guns lit up as they activated the armor-piercing enchantments, and they shot as many bullets as they could into every part of the armored man. As soon as they finished firing Emmei lunged back in and sliced the armored man in half again. The armor just repaired itself yet again, and Sasumi was unharmed. 
 
      
 
    Sasumi lunged at Emmei, seeing him as the biggest threat within the group. He swung his mace for Emmei and the elven man quickly sidestepped the attack. But it didn't matter. The spikes on the mace and his armor shot themselves at Emmei. He tried to evade them but the spikes magically followed his movements and impaled his torso several times. Sasumi immediately went to kick the man, and as he kicked his metal boot changed shape to have a sharp spike on the heel. Stabbing Emmei again he kicked the elven man across the room. 
 
      
 
    Emmei hit the ground and couldn't get back up, spurring Eladienne to rush at Sasumi again. The signet ring she wore around her neck flashed and a red aura appeared around her. The attack didn't go unnoticed though, Sasumi spun around and swung his massive mace at her again. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Fate saw the attack incoming, and realized that Eladienne had no intention to evade it, she quickly threw her ace of diamonds at Eladienne. Once again, Eladienne's skin changed to a diamond-like material, but this time for longer then just a brief second. She blocked Sasumi's attack with one of her gauntlets, grabbing his mace. As the spikes thrust out of the mace at her again she just ignored them. The diamond-skin was invulnerable, it couldn't harm her. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne closed the distance on Sasumi, then she threw her punch and her gauntlet flashed as she activated the enchantment. Between her signet and the enchantment, she slammed a fist into Sasumi's stomach with such incredible force that her fist punched a hole clean through the massive metal man's body, and sent him smashing through the next two walls. When Fate looked through the hole in the wall to see where he landed, his armor was just a mangled mess of metal that no longer resembled the shape of a human. That must have killed him, he wasn't moving anymore. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne collapsed after the attack, moving like that had worsened all of the wounds Sasumi had inflicted on her before. But after a moment she shakily stood back up. Fate quickly rushed over to Emmei, she didn't know the elf but he clearly needed some assistance. She used her six of hearts on him and his wounds quickly healed. "Alright, let's get into the prison block and let everyone out!" Fate called out, however when she turned around Eladienne had already ran off. 
 
      
 
    "Lynn! Lynn where are you!" Eladienne's voice could be heard shouting in the prison, and echoing through the corridors. 
 
      
 
    "I have no support cards left guys, we need to be cautious." Fate warned the others. "My last two are clubs, although they should combo nicely against something I can actually damage." 
 
      
 
    They walked into the prison block and began opening all of the cells. The elves inside were barely clothed, very malnourished, and most of them looked sick. Neither Cora, nor Eladienne's sister were in any of these cells. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." One of the elves said as Fate opened their cell. "Can you get these off as well?" He asked and pointed to a collar around his neck. "These are preventing us from using magic." 
 
      
 
    Fate stepped a little closer and started to look over the collar, but she couldn't figure out how to take it off. Then, the sound of heavy metal boots approaching them started to echo through the cells again. Fate turned to see Sasumi, who was completely unscratched, walking back into the prison. Sasumi stood in the doorway, blocking the only exit to ensure they didn't leave. 
 
      
 
    Sasumi focused for a moment, and several of the metal bars from the open prison cells began to detach and fly towards him. Then, the bars all melded together to create a metal door and filled in the broken prison door to ensure nobody escapes. 
 
      
 
    In the very last second before the door sealed shut, a small green speck flew into the room. It didn't recognize anyone in the room and immediately flew over to Kathryn. "I'm looking for Estellese's group, I heard she needs help." Pex frantically asked. 
 
      
 
    "You found it." kathryn replied. 
 
      
 
    "Where is Estell?" Pex questioned and landed on Kathryn's shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "Dead." Sasumi laughed. "It was rather disappointing really, I've hunted far more humans that were much more fun to take down in this world. I had hoped an Alpha would be more entertaining. In the end, it wasn't much of a hunt." 
 
      
 
    "What?!" Pex's eyes went wide and her face turned pale. She was at a loss for words. 
 
      
 
    "She's dead, little fairy. I am a hunter, of animals, monsters, and humans when necessary. You lot are far more entertaining then she was." Sasumi shrugged. "But then again, a lot of the fun is lost when you become immortal." He sighed and lifted his massive mace. "However, fun is over now. Can't play anymore now that you let the prisoners out, since I need to ensure that they stay put." 
 
      
 
    "No…" Pex immediately started to cry so Kathryn picked her up and placed her on a seat inside one of the cells, to keep her out of harm's way. 
 
      
 
    Fate activated both of her remaining cards, seeing no other options but to try and confront him. She knew attacking him head-on was a terrible idea, but they didn't have much choice. Her first card, the king of clubs summoned two tomahawks in her hands, and the second card, the six of clubs, doubled her strength for a short period. "Get ready to take him out!" Fate called out as she rushed in head-on. 
 
      
 
    When Fate moved in Sasumi took a swing at her with his mace, but she quickly ducked under it. Eladienne moved in beside her while Katy and Kathryn both kept their distance. As Fate and Eladienne got closer spikes sprang out of Sasumi's metal armor and forced Eladienne to jump backwards to evade getting impaled. But Fate didn't move. The spike was stopped by the kinetic barrier on Fate's armor. 
 
      
 
    "Follow my lead, you'll know when to shoot!" Fate called out as she immediately punched Sasumi, her boosted strength giving her enough power to slam him against the wall behind him. She quickly jumped up and yanked his helmet off. "Now! Shoot his damn head!" 
 
      
 
    However, they were met with a shocking discovery. Underneath the armor, Sasumi had no head. 
 
      
 
    While he was distracted, Eladienne rushed in closer. As soon as she realized he was headless she grabbed onto one of his arms, then her signet flashed and with incredible strength she yanked the arm off. Only to see that underneath the armor, he didn't have any arms either. 
 
      
 
    Thinking fast, Kathryn grabbed one of her grenades and with incredible accuracy she threw the grenade into the neck-hole in Sasumi's armor. "Back away!" She shouted to the others. 
 
      
 
    Fate and Eladienne quickly backed away from Sasumi, but not before hearing the grenade bounce around inside of the empty, metal suit of armor. The grenade exploded the armor, and nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    Both Fate and Eladienne took a few additional steps back after hearing that. "He's… Not human…" Fate murmured. "It's just the armor. There's nobody inside of it!" 
 
      
 
    "Are you serious?!" Kathryn questioned. "If he's just the armor, and the armor can repair itself magically, how the hell do we kill this thing?" 
 
      
 
    "You don't." Sasumi laughed. "I'm not called Sasumi the immortal for no reason. And no, I am a human. Back when I was younger, I used to be a hunter back on Earth. Like I said, this world has given even someone as old as me a chance to enjoy the thrill of the hunt again. You lost before the fight even begun, I haven't even really been trying to fight. More entertaining watching you struggle, as if you had a chance." He said as his helmet and metal arm-guard levitated back to the suit of armor and reattached themselves. 
 
      
 
    Sasumi readied his mace and began slowly walking towards them again, relishing the moments before their death. Until suddenly, a blur of pink burst out of the ground. With a blast of kinetic Aether energy Sasumi was knocked back into the corner of the room. Estellese then landed a few feet in front of him, and with a quick wave of her arms she created two barriers to hold Sasumi in place. The barriers were placed so close to Sasumi that he couldn't move enough to smash them, instead he started making spikes spring out of his armor to repeatedly stab at the barriers in an effort to break them. 
 
      
 
    While Sasumi was pinned down, Estellese focused and then started using ice magic to freeze Sasumi in place. Little by little, starting at his legs, his suit of armor started being filled, and covered in thick layers of ice. Before he could break through the barriers, Sasumi had been completely covered in ice and was frozen in place. 
 
      
 
    Once Sasumi was frozen, Estellese dropped to her knees and started panting for air. "That asshole damn near killed me. Everyone alright?" She asked. She was covered in blood. It seemed like she had healed herself, but as always the blood remained to tell the tale of the near fatal injuries she received. 
 
      
 
    "Estell!" Pex shouted out as the small green speck zipped over to land on her shoulder and hug her as best as the little fairy could. "I was so worried! You scared me! I am so glad you are okay!" 
 
      
 
    Estellese smiled a little. "I'm alright, you don't need to worry about me." 
 
      
 
    "We thought you died when you didn't respond on the comms." Fate said. 
 
      
 
    "No, the impact broke my earpiece." Estellese answered. However before they could celebrate their victory they could hear the clanking of metal behind them. They turned around to see all the remaining bars from the opened prison cells breaking away from the cells and all merging together. Slowly building a new metal suit of armor. 
 
      
 
    Estellese glanced back at Sasumi, who was still frozen in the ice, then looked back at the new Sasumi being built on the other side of the prison block. "What the hell is with this guy?!" 
 
      
 
    "He says he's human, I don't get how." Fate replied. "I mean he does post on the message boards, which should prove he's human. But there's no way this thing can be a human. It's just a hunk of metal. It's not even the same hunk of metal as before." 
 
      
 
    Estellese shakily stood up, although she was running low on stamina. Those had been several high-tier spells she had thrown at him the first time to take him out. She quickly switched one of her elements to metal, and was trying to pull the metal pieces away from Sasumi to prevent him from putting himself back together. "This isn't any special metal, I can control it with normal metal magic." 
 
      
 
    "I told you. I can't be killed." Sasumi growled, then looked at Estellese. "I misjudged you, you're more interesting than I thought. You're out of steam now though" He laughed. 
 
      
 
    Then, out of nowhere, a portal opened behind Sasumi and Kaden sprang out of it. The portal immediately closed behind Kaden, and a new one opened in front of Sasumi. Kaden immediately shoved Sasumi through the portal, then shut the portal so he couldn't come back through it. "Back into the volcano with you, asshole!" Kaden shouted. 
 
      
 
    "You're alive too?" Fate questioned as she turned to Kaden. 
 
      
 
    "Duh?" Kaden gave her a questioning look. "Of course I am. I'm Kaden." 
 
      
 
    "George was saying you took a heavy hit and disappeared. Then you never responded. Did your earpiece break?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, I heard the whole conversation between you and George." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Why didn't you say something!" Fate shouted at him. 
 
      
 
    "The Royals thought I was dead. They have that hacker girl listening in on our conversations so I didn't want to speak and disappoint them." Kaden shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "Can you make a portal to help the prisoners escape?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yep." Kaden replied. "But we are staying. And if what Sasumi just did tells us anything we should expect him to come barging in any second now. There might not be any more metal in here, but there's plenty more in the rest of the castle." 
 
      
 
    "Why aren't we leaving?" Kathryn questioned. 
 
      
 
    "We got stuff to do here." Kaden stated. "They sent their entire military after the elven military, literally. Only a few elite soldiers remain in here, so it's the perfect time for us to kick 'em where it hurts." He opened a portal beside himself and let the prisoners run through it to escape. 
 
      
 
    "Our mission was to save the prisoners and escape!" Kathryn argued. "We can't stay here any longer then we already have, it's too dangerous." 
 
      
 
    "Then try to leave, just don't expect a portal out." Kaden smirked as he then walked through the portal after the last of the prisoners. 
 
      
 
    "Why are you friends with this guy?" Fate questioned as she turned to Estellese. 
 
      
 
    "It's a long story." Estellese sighed. "Give me a second to rest and regain some energy, then I'll clear the door for us to move out." 
 
      
 
    "Alright, once we escape I need to go back for my friends though." Fate replied. "They went to the other prison block." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, figured someone was covering that since Kaden didn't send us there." Estellese nodded. "Just give me a minute, we can all go assist." 
 
      
 
    Next Chapter: Behind the Scenes. 
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    - Chapter 32: Behind the Scenes - 
 
      
 
    "Alright is everyone rested and recovered?" Estellese asked as she looked over everyone in the cell block. "Sasumi will be back and ontop of us any second now, we need to move. He doesn't move much faster than the average person, so if I enhance our speed and we rush across to the other prison block we should leave him behind. We just need to clear the block before he catches up." 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Fate replied. 
 
      
 
    A portal opened beside Estellese and Kaden's arm reached through it. "New earpiece for you Estell. From Zanath." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks." Estellese replied. "Any chance of us getting a portal to the other prison block?" She asked as she put her earpiece on. 
 
      
 
    "You're not leaving?" Kaden questioned 
 
      
 
    "Nope, we have others in the other cell we need to assist. Fate contacted them, they are struggling. Several of them are badly hurt." Estellese answered. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, I just don't want you guys to leave until we're done here." Kaden replied. The portal closed and a new one opened a moment later in its place. Everyone quickly rushed through the portal. 
 
      
 
    When they arrived on the other side they found Elliott and his group fighting against eight androids, and a small woman who seemed to be controlling them. 
 
      
 
    In the front were three androids that carried long swords and one carried a massive metal axe. A short distance behind them was two more taller, skinny androids. These two were both armed with an arsenal of guns, each one had a minigun, a shotgun, and a magnum. 
 
      
 
    Behind them were two more androids. These two each had four legs, a small body, and large rectangular shields for arms. And between the two shieldbots was the woman. She was quite short and wore a white sweater with khaki pants. She had short, chin-length black hair and wore glasses. In front of her was a holographic keyboard that was very similar to the one all the humans had, only hers was much more advanced. 
 
      
 
    On the ground, several of the standard swordsmen bots laid broken and destroyed by Elliott's group. 
 
      
 
    Elliott and his friends were in very bad shape. Almost everyone was badly hurt, a couple of them were critically injured, and they were struggling to hold their ground. The small boy was making a magic barrier to keep the gunfire off everyone, but it wasn't going to last much longer. 
 
      
 
    "We are taking it from here!" Estellese called out to them as she stepped in and reinforced Snipes's barrier with her own. "Kaden, get them a portal out of here." 
 
      
 
    "We can still fight." Elliott insisted. 
 
      
 
    "You guys aren't suited for this battle. You don't have anyone who can do much against these things." Fate insisted. "Get everyone out, we'll handle it." 
 
      
 
    Elliott hesitated, but relented and nodded. "Alright. Please be safe Fate, see you back in town." Once Kaden opened an escape portal his group retreated, but he stayed behind for a moment to speak with Eladienne. 
 
      
 
    "Ella, I heard Lynn in there. She sounds like she's okay, but we couldn't push far back enough to see her. She's in the back of the cell block somewhere." Elliott said as he passed by the elven woman. "But take it easy, these things are no joke." He warned before he limped out through the portal after his friends. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks Elliott." Eladienne replied. 
 
      
 
    "Alright!" Estellese called out to Kaden once everyone had escaped. "Your name is Ella right?" She questioned the elven woman. 
 
      
 
    "Eladienne." She corrected. 
 
      
 
    "Alright Eladienne, you and Emmei are going to back me up, we're punching straight through the bots to hit the woman." Estellese instructed. 
 
      
 
    "My kind of strategy." Eladienne grinned a little. 
 
      
 
    "Fate what cards do you have?" Estellese asked "while she's checking that, Katy and Kathryn, you two are playing support. Your guns won't do much to them, so do your best to suppress the woman in the back and stop her from focusing on the bots. 
 
      
 
    "We're on it." Kathryn nodded, then the twins both grabbed their rifles. 
 
      
 
    "I have a three and ace of diamonds. Seven of hearts, queen of clubs, and a wild card." Fate responded. 
 
      
 
    "Is the seven a healing card?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, seven of hearts is a barrier." Fate answered. 
 
      
 
    "Use the wildcard for another queen of clubs, I want you to run support but finish off the bots any chance you get." Estellese stated. "We need to end this quickly, before Sasumi returns." 
 
      
 
    The bots in the room behind the battier continued blasting away at the barrier, but Estellese was reinforcing it and ensuring that it didn't break while she talked with her team. However, the axe-bot was approaching the barrier and as soon as it was within reach it smashed the barrier apart. 
 
      
 
    "Go!" Estellese called out before she created another barrier. This time the barrier she made was a big shield attached to her arm. With her new barrier-shield she charged at the robots, Eladienne and Emmei charged in right behind her. 
 
      
 
    Kathryn and Katy both began taking shots at the woman in the back, but the two shield-bots in front of her were blocking every bullet. Kathryn separated from her sister and started moving around the edge of the room to flank the woman, keeping herself behind the cover of Estellese's shield. 
 
      
 
    Estellese, Fate, Eladienne, and Emmei all rushed forwards through the bots towards the woman. As the first two sword-bots approached Fate activated her queen of clubs, which summoned two odd-looking grenades into her hands. She immediately threw one at each of the approaching sword-bots, and the grenades stuck to the chest of the bot before exploding and destroying them. Right before the explosion went off Estellese widened her barrier to protect her allies from the blast, then returned it to the size of a large shield that was wide enough to cover herself and two other people. 
 
      
 
    The two gunner-bots were still in the back firing as many rounds at Estellese's barrier as they could in an attempt to pierce it. But Estellese kept reinforcing the barrier and repairing the damage it took, however this was taking a massive toll on her stamina. 
 
      
 
    The next one to approach was the axe-bot, and it immediately moved to smash the barrier. 
 
      
 
    "Emmei, hold that one back!" Estellese called out. 
 
      
 
    "On it." Emmei grunted before turning and blocking the axe with his own sword. He attempted to use his superhuman strength to push the bot backwards, but the bot's own strength outmatched his and he was knocked to the ground. Emmei quickly rolled back onto his feet to evade a cleave from the axe and slashed his sword back at the bot. The bot blocked his attack, however, as soon as it was blocked both Emmei and his sword started to faintly glow again as both his strength and speed increased. 
 
      
 
    While Emmei was holding the larger axe-bot at bay the rest of the group rushed forwards at the bots with guns. "We need to make this quick, the barrier won't hold up against the shotguns at this range! Fate take them out. Eladienne stand behind me." 
 
      
 
    Estellese's barrier held for one last shot from both bots before it shattered. Eladienne, following orders, moved behind Fate and Estellese while Fate used her wild card to summon another queen of clubs, then immediately used the card. 
 
      
 
    The minigun on the bots didn't stop firing, but the kinetic shields on Fate and Estellese's Spartan armor absorbed the attacks. Fate threw one grenade at each bot again, and neither could move fast enough to evade them. However the bots were not killed fast enough. Both Fate and Estellese's spartan shields broke, and they were both shot. Fate took two bullets to the chest and one to the shoulder, while Estellese took one to the chest and one to the leg. 
 
      
 
    Fate dropped to the ground right as the two gunner-bots exploded and were destroyed. She was critically wounded, but was alive for now. Estellese pushed through her injuries and continued rushing forwards for the woman in the back with Eladienne right behind her. With Emmei keeping the axe-bot at bay that only left the woman and her two shield-bots. Nothing that could attack either of them. 
 
      
 
    "Pex, help Fate! Eladienne, you're up! Take the right one!" Estellese called out. Pex flew off Estellese's shoulder and over to Fate, then started quickly trying to heal her wounds 
 
      
 
    Eladienne activated her signet, causing her to gain a red aura as she moved in on the shield-bot. Then her gauntlets flashed as the kinetic enchantment activated. She punched it with such force the bot was smashed to pieces and was slammed through the wall behind it. Estellese made her move by creating a wall-barrier between the the bot and the woman controlling them all. Preventing it from moving to protect her. 
 
      
 
    "Now girls! Shoot her!" Estellese called out to the twins. While the woman was vulnerable both Katy and Kathryn shot the woman multiple times, and for good measure Eladienne slashed her claws through the woman's throat. 
 
      
 
    But the woman remained unharmed, and with a sigh of irritation that came through everyone's earpieces, the hologram of the woman turned off. "Well, that didn't stall you for long." The woman's voice spoke up. It was the same one who had hacked into their earpieces before. "Not that it matters." 
 
      
 
    As soon as she finished speaking there was a loud crashing sound behind the spartan team. Estellese turned around to see what it was and spotted both Sasumi and Arachnia. "Shit! They are already here!" She quickly summoned another wall-barrier to block Sasumi and Arachnia off. However Sasumi shattered the barrier with one swing of his massive mace. That wasn't going to work on a heavy-hitter like him. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden! Open a portal for us, get Zanath and I in there!" Mendelen ordered. 
 
      
 
    "I can't open a portal anywhere near Estellese's location." Kaden spoke through the earpiece to everyone in the group. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" Mendelen spoke over the comms. 
 
      
 
    The woman's hologram turned back on, and she signaled for Sasumi and Arachnia to stop. 
 
      
 
    "Every time I try to open a portal in there nothing happens, and I get a weird message." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    "What does the message say?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "It says, 'Error, you do not have permission to create portals here.' I know what it means, but that shouldn't be showing up here." Kaden unsurely replied. 
 
      
 
    "Is that popping up in an error message?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "You mean like the popups on a PC? No. It's being sent to me as if it were a private message." Kaden answered. 
 
      
 
    "The messages are also being sent in the world chat, forum, thing." Mendelen stepped in. "Says the sender is the system." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. It is the system." The woman spoke over the comms again. "Still think this isn't a game? Admin commands only work in a game, so if you're so sure it isn't then just portal your way in here. Zane isn't stupid, he sent his whole army after the elves and left just us to defend because he knows you can't beat us. You will never be able to find me, I can just keep sending in my bots. Plus both Sasumi and Arachnia are immortal. Then on top of all that, we have this trap, we know how to shut off your use of portals through the admin console." 
 
      
 
    "Exactly, thank you Ashley." Zane spoke over the comms. As he spoke Sasumi sealed all the exits shut with metal that he detached from his armor, trapping everyone within the room. "It's over. Sasumi hasn't been trying to kill you, but from this point on he will. I will accept your surrender, if you do not wish to die. However to accept your surrender, you will need to declare in both public speeches and over the world chat that this IS, in fact, just a game. You must admit that you lied about that, and admit that the other races here are not really alive. You must re-capture the escaped elves or capture new ones for me to replace them, and you must disband both the Spartans and Moderators to instead work for me." 
 
      
 
    As he spoke four more swordsmen bots, another axeman bot, and two more gunner bots walked in through the last door near Sasumi before he sealed that one shut as well. 
 
      
 
    "NO! Screw you!" Estellese shouted back. 
 
      
 
    "Estell. I don't think we can win this." Mendelen uneasily replied. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne started cautiously backing away from Estellese and the Spartans, not knowing if they were still allies or not. She had been standing close to Estellese, and could hear most of what was said through Estellese's earpiece. Elves were known for their good hearing. 
 
      
 
    "Backing down already? Comeon Mendelen!" Kaden countered. "I second Estell, screw them. We can win this." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden, this is serious. She could die, she's in a really bad position. I'm watching through the camera." Mendelen argued. 
 
      
 
    "She can handle it." Kaden countered. "And if she can't, I can bring her back from the dead. You know this already." 
 
      
 
    "No, Kaden. I will ensure that you don't." Zane stated. "I do know of the location of the revival alter. And I do know you can't open portals inside of it from the outside. It's how I learned to make this trap." He simply replied. "We can see your private messages, remember? We can also see your coordinates when you send them. We already have a blockade ready to prevent anyone from entering the Ninth Ring as soon as this battle ends." 
 
      
 
    "You seriously think you can stop me from getting in?" Kaden questioned. 
 
      
 
    "I already stopped you, all of you, and you are at your maximum strength right now. You have all four alphas alive, and your armies are intact. I'm not even using my full power on you, I have a secret weapon I have yet to unleash. I'm fighting you and the elves at the same time and the vast majority of my arsenal still lies in wait. It's over, this battle has been lost and once I give the signal the elves will fall too. So what will prevent me from stopping you after I take one Alpha out, after I've broken your ranks, and after your army has become demoralized from this loss? You seem like good friends, I'd rather not kill any of you and ruin that, so just surrender peacefully." 
 
      
 
    "You underestimate us, Zane." Estellese growled at him. 
 
      
 
    "No, I don't. You Alphas aren't as powerful as you think. You're not that much stronger than the rest of us. Not anymore." Zane stated. "I've noticed, there's a limit to how much power us humans can get. You all reached that limit a while ago. Us betas have been catching up to you, and now there isn't much of a difference anymore. One Alpha is about as tough as two betas. You're not gods, you can be struck down." 
 
      
 
    "It's not just sheer power that sets us apart Zane." Kaden stated. "It's mostly the knowledge we've gained here, the friends we've made, and the bonds we have between each other. I know exactly how Estellese will act, and vice versa. And because of this we can easily play off each other silently." 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Estellese switched elements and the entire floor of the prison cell began to rapidly crack. Then with a flick of her wrist Estellese used her control of both earth and metal to shatter the floor they were standing on and drop everyone down to the floor below them. The Spartans, the elves, the Royals, and the prisoners all dropped through the shattered remains of the floor.. 
 
      
 
    "Pex!" Estellese called out, and Pex knew exactly what she needed them to do. 
 
      
 
    "Got it!" Pex answered and she took a deep breath, then quickly created a powerful upward gust of wind under all of the prisoners, Spartans, and elves. She slowed everyone's falls and helped everyone except the Royals gently land on the floor below. 
 
      
 
    Kaden was already waiting for them on the floor below. "You also failed to realize that we had a fourth, private channel that wasn't in use." Kaden mocked. "Thanks for taking the reins Mendelen." 
 
      
 
    Arachnia's spiders scattered all over the floor as they fell and they began quickly rushing to try and reform her body. Sasumi hit the ground hard and landed on his back. The massive metal man seemed to be unable to stand up on his own. But it didn't matter much, he took control of his metal armor to make himself levitate, then tilted himself upright and put himself back on the ground. All of the bots were easily able to get back up. 
 
      
 
    Seeing Arachnia's spiders scattered across the ground Kaden quickly lunged into the middle of the room and slammed a fist into the ground, sending powerful black flames scattering across the ground in all directions. Most of the spiders were immediately burnt in the flames, and Arachnia, once again, didn't have enough living spiders left to reform her body. 
 
      
 
    Estellese quickly put up a large, dome-like barrier over everyone to keep them safe from the gunfire while they figured out a new plan. "Alright, we need to take out the gunner-bots as quickly as we can. We also need to hold Sasumi back while we do it." 
 
      
 
    Emmei left the strategy talk to look for Cora. When he saw her he walked over to her. When she noticed him Cora immediately rushed over to him and the two of them hugged each other tightly. "I thought I had lost you." Emmei took a deep breath. "I am so glad you're alright." 
 
      
 
    "I wasn't worried, I know you and Alicia would come for me." Cora smiled. The exchanged a brief kiss before the two held hands and returned to Estellese and the group. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne also immediately spotted her sister, and the two of them rushed at each other. "Lynn! Are you alright? Did they hurt you?" Lynn stopped beside Eladienne, but Eladienne pulled her into a tight hug regardless. Lifting the smaller girl off the ground. 
 
      
 
    Lynn was shorter then her sister, standing at 4'10." She looked sickly underweight and it would appear like she had been that way even before being captured. The prison rags all of the elves were wearing pretty clearly showed that she was very malnourished, thin and frail. She had blue eyes and long black hair, tied back a loose braid, that stopped just below her waist. 
 
      
 
    "I'm alright sis, you can put me down." Lynn softly replied, then she resumed speaking once Eladienne put her down and let go. "Who are all these people?" 
 
      
 
    "Did they hurt you?" Eladienne repeated. 
 
      
 
    "I'm okay." Lynn uneasily replied. 
 
      
 
    "But did they hurt you?" Eladienne stared her straight in the eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. They ran some experiments or something on all of us. But I'll be okay." Lynn assured her. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne took in a deep breath and slowly let it out as she activated her signet and regained her red aura again. She then grabbed the metal collar they had put around Lynn's neck with both hands and ripped it in half. The force from the metal snapping and tearing apart over her neck caused Lynn to gasp in pain and it tore up her neck, however with the collar gone she was able to use magic again and, immediately healed her wounds. "I'm sorry!" Eladienne immediately shouted when she saw Lynn get hurt. "I wasn't thinking!" 
 
      
 
    "No, no! That was a good idea. I can help you fight now. Can you get Cora's off? She's in here too." Lynn asked. As soon as she was healed and free she made a quick gesture with her hands and her prison rags transformed into a tight fitting, pure black shirt and pants, which would have made it much harder to see her in the dark room if her skin wasn't so pale. 
 
      
 
    "Once the signet recharges, yeah." Eladienne replied, then turned to see that Estellese was herding all of the elven civilians into a small stone room she made inside of the barrier. Cora and Emmei were nearing the group, and when Cora spotted Estellese in the crowd she ran at her, dragging Emmei along behind her. 
 
      
 
    "Estell!" Cora called out, and she immediately gave the pink haired human a big hug upon seeing her. "You came too? And Pex is also here." 
 
      
 
    "Of course!" Pex piped up. She only had the time to partially heal Fate's wounds, but Fate was no longer critically wounded. She flew up to Cora's shoulder. "We're all friends after all. Wasn't gonna not come save you, and I wasn't gonna let Estell do it all by herself either. So I worked up the courage to leave my library and come help." She proudly puffed out her chest. "I just wish I could get in on the hug." She jokingly added. 
 
      
 
    "We'll have a group hug next time we're all in Evean." Estellese laughed lightly. "I'm glad you're alright Cora. And you would've come to help me, so of course I will be here for you." She replied simply. "We're friends, that's how it works." 
 
      
 
    Cora nodded. "You bet hon." She replied. "Get this collar off me, I want to help." She glanced back at the Royals, who had mostly gotten onto their feet now. 
 
      
 
    The four swordsman bots, the two axeman bots, and Sasumi were starting to march towards the barrier while the gunner bots continued shooting at the barrier non-stop to keep everyone inside suppressed. If anyone stepped out they would immediately be shot, and if the barrier fell everyone would be right in the line of fire. However upon seeing the incoming bots the small elven girl, Lynn, put a second barrier up to make Estellese's barrier even stronger. Trying to keep them out just a little longer while all the civilians got into safety. 
 
      
 
    "Looks like you got your hands full." Cora added. 
 
      
 
    "Cora, you can't fight right now and you know it." Emmei stated. 
 
      
 
    "Why not? She's a pretty tough fighter." Estellese questioned. 
 
      
 
    "She didn't tell you?" Emmei questioned. "You two talk about everything." 
 
      
 
    "She's been busy." Cora looked up at Emmei as he spoke. "I haven't had a chance the last couple weeks." 
 
      
 
    Emmei sighed quietly, and sheepishly diverted his attention away from the women. "She's pregnant." 
 
      
 
    "Congrats!" Pex nearly shouted at them. "I totally saw that coming." 
 
      
 
    "Ooh! That's great Cora!" Estellese grinned a little. "Don't know why I didn't see that one coming." She said as she smirked at the two of them. "But you shouldn't be fighting if that's the case." 
 
      
 
    "Estell." Cora raised an eyebrow. "You know me better then that." 
 
      
 
    "I know, I know. I was just saying it because I have to." Estellese replied and used her control of metal magic to break the collar off Cora. "You're gonna fight no matter what." 
 
      
 
    "There's no way in hell I'm letting my husband and my best friends fight while I stand by and watch." Cora stated. 
 
      
 
    Kaden, Fate, Eladienne, and Lynn all moved close to the edge of the barriers. Preparing to spring into action as soon as the barriers fell. 
 
      
 
    Once all the elves were safely in the little stone room Estellese turned to the rest of her forces. "Alright. Kaden take on the axeman on the left, Pex protect Cora, Emmei keep fighting the one you had been attacking." Although she hesitated a little when she came down to the two elven sisters, she didn't know them well enough to lead them and they looked to her for guidance. 
 
      
 
    "Estell." Cora stepped in. "Let me lead the elves. Lynn's my student and I know her sister pretty well, I know what the two are capable of." 
 
      
 
    "They are all yours." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Lynn and Eladienne!" Cora called out to them. "Get into the back lines and take down the ones with guns. Emmei hold off one of the axeman alongside Kaden. I will give you both support from back here, and I'll ensure that nothing goes near the civilians. 
 
      
 
    "Katy and Kathryn, you two do your best against the swordsman bots. Make sure they don't get too close to you." Estellese ordered. "Fate you're coming with me, I'm taking on Sasumi and need you to back me up as best as you can. You're still hurt though, so do not fight him just back me up." 
 
      
 
    Cora created a few vines to pull herself on top of the little stone hut Estellese had built in the middle of the room, then she created a thick but short wall of wooden vines as an extra layer of protection in front of the hut. She then grew another thick layer of wooden vines that entangled themselves around her, giving herself some basic armor. She created a barrier of her own infront of herself as an extra layer of defense as she watched over the three other elves on the battlefield. 
 
      
 
    Following Cora's orders, Lynn took her sister's hand and pulled both of them into Lynn's shadow. Making them disappear from sight, leaving nothing but Lynn's shadow behind. The area behind all the bots darkened and then Lynn's shadow sped across the ground and into the darkness behind the bots. They sprang out of the shadow once they were behind the gunner-bots and Eladienne immediately slammed her fist into the leg of the first bot she could reach. Her signet was not yet ready but she still hit it hard enough to dent the metal and knock it over. However Sasumi turned around and used his control over metal magic to undent the leg and stand it back up. Lynn and Eladienne quickly hid within Lynn's shadow again to avoid the gunfire that followed. 
 
      
 
    Katy and Kathryn spread out, each of them taking on two of the incoming bots. They made sure they were always facing each other, using their linked senses to ensure they both could see the entire room at all times. They both began to take shots at the swordsman bots they were facing, putting a lot of holes in the androids, but they were not living creatures so the damage didn't really do anything. 
 
      
 
    'Just keep hitting them, eventually we'll break something important on them.' Katy thought. 
 
      
 
    'Yeah, I'm thinking of a way to speed things up though.' Kathryn thought. She started thinking through a plan to knock them down to make them an easier target. But to do so she'd need to move in closer. 
 
      
 
    'That's far too dangerous! We should just keep shooting them from a distance.' Katy thought. 
 
      
 
    'We shouldn't waste so much ammo, we only have so much and who knows what we will need to do after this.' Kathryn countered. 'Plus, if they realize they can't reach us they will eventually start ignoring us and go after our allies.' 
 
      
 
    'Alright… Just please be careful.' Katy thought as she moved in a little closer to back Kathryn up. 
 
      
 
    Kathryn moved in on the bots, putting herself dangerously in the middle of all four of them. Since she was so far out of position and close to all four of them, the four swordsman bots turned on her. The first one rushed in and stabbed at her from the front but she effortlessly sidestepped the blade. Then when the second swung at her from behind she used Katy's vision to spot the attack incoming and ducked under the blade. Then she, from her crouching position, jumped forwards and tackled the bot in front of her to the ground. She quickly rolled off the bot to evade another attack, and while the bot was knocked down Katy shot it as many times as she could with her rifle. She hit with every shot, and eventually damaged an important component of the robot and it stopped moving. As the third moved in to slash at Kathryn she attempted to block the blade with her rifle, but the bot struck her much harder then she had expected it to. It knocked her to the ground. 
 
      
 
    'Are you okay?!' Katy worriedly thought. 
 
      
 
    Seeing Kathryn fall, one of the two gunner bots took their attention off of Estellese and immediately started shooting at Kathryn. But Lynn quickly put a wall barrier between the bot and Kathryn to protect her. 
 
      
 
    'Yeah.' Kathryn thought. She panickedly threw a grenade at the three swordsman bots and quickly sprang to her feet. The grenade damaged and knocked down two of them, and Katy immediately shot them both as many times as she needed to to stop them from moving. 
 
      
 
    'I need to reload!' Katy thought and she started to move away from the battle to reload her gun when suddenly another bot appeared out of nowhere in front of her. The bot had previously been invisible, and had a long but thin blade for an arm. 
 
      
 
    'Duck!' Kathryn thought. 
 
      
 
    Katy froze in fear and jumped backwards just a moment too late. But vines sprang out of the ground and grabbed onto the android's blade, preventing it from harming the small girl. Katy jumped backwards to put some distance between them and quickly shot it twice in the chest with a pistol she had on her hip. This android wasn't as tough as the others, the fragile bot was broken by just those two shots. The bot collapsed, and then a sharp metal spike stabbed into Katy's back, striking her so hard it pierced through her spartan shields and partially stabbed into her back. It knocked the small girl to the ground. 
 
      
 
    The moment the spike struck Katy, Kathryn also screamed out in pain as if she had been hit too and she flinched. Her flinching gave the last swordsman bot she was fighting just enough time to thrust it's sword at her chest. However her spartan shields flared up and blocked the attack. She quickly regained her bearings and kicked the android to the ground, then quickly shot as many holes in it as she could to ensure that it stayed down, only to be struck in the back by a massive scythe. 
 
      
 
    The scythe shattered her spartan shield and left a deep cut across her back, causing her to cry out in pain. Kathryn was knocked a few feet forward and hit the ground, she looked up at what was behind her to see two people wielding massive scythes. A man and a woman who both looked similar. The first was a shorter guy, standing at 5'6" with messy black hair that was just a little longer than normal for a guy, brown eyes, and a thin but slightly muscular build. He wore black pants with a black shirt that had a couple red stripes. 
 
      
 
    Beside him was the older of the two siblings. The woman stood at 5'11" with the nearly perfect body of a model. She had black hair that was tied back in a ponytail and just came a little short of reaching her mid-back. She had brown eyes and her fingernails were all painted black. She was wearing a black and red tube top that didn't cover much more than it needed to. And she wore black shorts with a black parted skirt over them that went down almost to her ankles. She was also wearing a black glove on her left hand, the same hand she carried her scythe in, and a black and red forearm guard on her right arm. 
 
      
 
    It looked like they meant to attack Kathryn in unison, but the woman had been ensnared in vines right before she could hit her. The two of them had been lying in waiting, and with the twins down they no longer needed to worry about getting shot once they entered the battlefield. So they jumped in to end this. 
 
      
 
    Over by the gunner bots the sisters were struggling. Lynn created a barrier to block the fire from one bot while the two sisters jumped out of Lynn's shadow to attack the other. Her barrier wasn't nearly as strong as Estellese's, it couldn't withstand a shot from the bot's shotgun. But this time Eladienne had her signet up so in the brief moment they had to attack she regained her red aura and slammed her fist into the bot's side. The bot was sent flying across the battlefield, slamming into the wall on the other side of the big room and shattering upon impact. 
 
      
 
    However before they could get back into the shadow both girls were shot multiple times by the other gunner bot. Lynn was shot once in the leg and once again in the back while Eladienne took a shot to the stomach and two to the chest. Causing both of them to shout out in pain. Lynn hurriedly pulled her sister back into her shadow, and the shadow quickly ran away from the battlefield. 
 
      
 
    On the front lines Emmei clashed his sword against the axe-bot's axe, but the bot was by far stronger then he was and he was knocked backwards. But the clash activated his signet, he gained his red aura, giving him a slight strength and speed boost. He quickly flipped back onto his feet and rushed at the bot again, sidestepping a downward slash of the axe and countering by smashing his own sword diagonally upwards at its torso. But the bot quickly pivoted its axe to block the attack, activating Emmei's signet again by blocking and giving him another strength and speed boost. 
 
      
 
    Emmei backed off again and immediately lunged in with another attack, this time activating the enchantment on his broadsword, making it rocket forwards and doubling his attack power. Combining his signet with the enhancement he cleaved through the axeman-bot, and his signet activated again making him even faster and stronger. With the axeman bot down he looked around and saw Lynn and Eladienne get taken out by the last gunner-bot. The two sisters were far too inexperienced to be on a battlefield like this, but he was sure they would be okay. 
 
      
 
    Emmei pointed at the last guner-bot, which had returned its focus to Estellese in an attempt to help Sasumi take her down. When he pointed at it a glyph with an arrow on it appeared underneath the gunner bot, the arrow was pointed at Emmei. A moment after another glyph with an arrow appeared under Emmei's feet. This arrow pointed at the gunner-bot. After a second's delay both glyphs flashed and launched whatever was on top of them in the direction the arrow pointed. The gunner-bot was thrown through the air towards Emmei, and Emmei was launched through the air at the gunner-bot. As they passed each other in mid-air Emmei cleaved his sword through the gunner bot, gaining another activation of his signet. The broken remains of the bot hit the ground on one side of the room, and Emmei landed on his feet on the other side. 
 
      
 
    The moment his feet touched the ground he was attacked from the side by a massive scythe. "Stay back Oliver, until the aura goes away!" The woman called out. 
 
      
 
    Emmei quickly blocked the attack then used his enhanced strength to shove the woman back. He immediately took another swing at her with his sword, activating the enhancement again, he was intent on just killing her immediately. 
 
      
 
    But the woman was incredibly fast, she quickly sidestepped the swing. As soon as Emmei missed a swing he lost his aura and all of the bonuses his signet was giving him. Noting that the woman was faster, and that she intentionally kept the younger man back Emmei quickly summoned two glyphs, one under each of them. When the glyphs activated the woman was thrown away from him and Oliver was thrown at him. 
 
      
 
    Emmei quickly took a swing at Oliver as he stumbled forwards, but the attack was blocked by the man's scythe. Oliver shoved Emmei back and noticed that as soon as he blocked the attack Emmei gained his aura one speed and strength boost, but it was a start. 
 
      
 
    "Danielle!" Oliver called out as he quickly backed away from Emmei. 
 
      
 
    "It's alright, he only has one stack! Back away when he gets more then three." Danielle called back as she sprinted back into the fight. Danielle was much faster and more agile while her brother was the stronger heavy-hitter. As Danielle rushed in Emmei quickly created another glyph a few steps in front of her, causing her to run onto it as she ran towards him. The glyph, again, launched her away from the battlefield. 
 
      
 
    "Oliver!" Danielle called out before she could fly too far. She held out her scythe and Oliver quickly hooked the curved blade of his own scythe into hers, and then he threw her right back at Emmei. Danielle slammed feet-first into Emmei and knocked him to the ground but before she could strike him several vines sprang out of the ground and grabbed onto her legs. The vines ripped her off of Emmei and slammed her back into the stone floor with a bone-cracking snap. The vines lifted her up to do it again but Oliver quickly rushed over and slashed his scythe through the vines to cut them off of her. 
 
      
 
    Oliver grabbed his sister's hand and pulled her back onto her feet. But she looked like she was badly hurt. "You okay?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "I think she just broke my arm." Danielle winced in pain. 
 
      
 
    "Plan B?" Oliver suggested as he watched Emmei start to stand up. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. Screw conserving ammo, end this quick." Danielle replied, her voice laced with pain. 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Oliver replied. As soon as Emmei came rushing at them again Oliver stepped forward and quickly blocked Emmei's attack, causing Emmei's signet to activate again. He shoved Emmei backwards and Danielle immediately lunged in from the side with a quick slash for his chest. Emmei moved even faster then her now, he quickly jumped backwards to evade the scythe, but as the scythe swung past him Danielle pulled the trigger. A shotgun that had been hidden within the pole-like base of the scythe fired. 
 
      
 
    Emmei realized a moment too late that they were using elven scythes. He attempted to evade the attack but took most of the shots to the chest and stomach. He was knocked backwards, dropping his sword and he hit the ground in the back of the room. 
 
      
 
    "NO!" Cora shouted out and she immediately activated her signet, causing a large tree to spring out of the ground, destroying a big section of the castle. Emmei was scooped up by the tree and encased in a cocoon that was as strong as steel, surrounded by thorny, steel-like vines for added protection. Then Cora quickly shot a vine up to the hole in the ceiling and used it to swing herself across the room. She landed right in front of the tree, intent on protecting Emmei from the two scythe siblings. 
 
      
 
    "Cora! Don't go near them!" Pex shouted out as she hurriedly tried to fly after Cora. But being as tiny as she was crossing this massive hole in the castle that used to be a room was going to take a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the front lines Kaden faced off against his own axeman bot. As the bot moved in to slash him with a downward cleave of its axe he quickly flipped his scythe upside-down and blocked the attack with the bottom side of his scythe's handle. Then Kaden pivoted the scythe and used the blade to sweep the bot's feet out from under it. As the bot fell Kaden flipped the scythe back around and immediately slashed the bot in half. With the axeman-bot out of the way Kaden turned and rushed to assist Estellese. 
 
      
 
    Estellese, Fate, and Kaden had been holding Sasumi back for a while now with Cora's help. But the moment she left, the fight started turning more in Sasumi's favor. When Estellese realized the twins had both been taken down she shoved Sasumi back and turned to Fate. "Fate, go get the twins and bring them into the stone hut with everyone else. Kathryn says they are both alive, and she's still conscious but Katy has been knocked out." 
 
      
 
    "You guys need me, Cora just left." Fate insisted. 
 
      
 
    "You're injured, and you didn't draw any new healing cards." Estellese stated. "Kaden and I got this, we've been fighting together for years. Get the girls to safety." 
 
      
 
    "Alright, if you say so." Fate unsurely replied. She separated from the others and rushed over to Kathryn, helping the woman onto her feet. Kathryn could barely walk, she leaned on Fate's shoulder as the two walked over to where Katy was lying. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden! Follow my lead!" Estellese ordered. 
 
      
 
    Kaden hesitated for a moment, it was clear he wanted to lead, but he nodded and stepped down. "Got it. You have a plan?" 
 
      
 
    "No. I need time to come up with one." Estellese replied. "You?" 
 
      
 
    "Nope." Kaden replied. "Mendelen?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know. It's a dead-end. You dropped into a section of the castle that isn't on the map of the castle layout and isn't linked to any of the cameras. I can't see most of the room you're in. I'm watching from the camera in the room above you. I can't guide you all out until you're back on the map. Zanath is looking for a map of this secret area." 
 
      
 
    Sasumi had gotten back up and rushed back over to them by now. He opened up by swinging his club at Estellese, but before he could hit her Kaden cleaved Sasumi's arm off with his scythe, sending the metal arm and the mace flying away from them. 
 
      
 
    Estellese jumped backwards and then using her control over metal magic she took control of every piece of metal she could in the room, and used her control over earth to push all of them down through the stone floor in an attempt to take away Sasumi's chances of rebuilding himself once she locked him down again.. 
 
      
 
    Sasumi's dismembered arm and the club remained above ground though, and they both shattered apart into a flurry of tiny metal spikes which all fired back at Estellese. Kaden quickly grabbed Estellese and pulled her in front of himself, turning his back to the spikes and letting his thick metal armor block the attack. Then he let her go and rushed at Sasumi, while the small metal spikes all reconnected to his body and piece by tiny piece rebuilt his lost arm and mace. 
 
      
 
    Kaden quickly shoved Sasumi backwards with one hand then cleaved him in half with the other. But the metal man just repaired the damage and was back on his feet within seconds. 
 
      
 
    Sasumi laughed a little and then lunged forwards. The massive, 8' tall hulking mass of metal could and jump pretty far. He slammed his mace down at Kaden, and Kaden quickly sidestepped the attack. But before Kaden could do anything Sasumi's mace rocketed out of his hand and slammed into him. He was thrown backwards several feet and hit the ground on his back. The mace, levitating on its own, then rose up in the air and aimed to slam down on Kaden again. But before it could strike him Estellese used her earth magic to pull the ground under Kaden towards her, sliding him across the ground and out of the way. 
 
      
 
    With a quick wave of her hand a massive stone hand sprang out of the ground and grabbed Sasumi. The stone hand pinned him to the ground. Then Estellese focused and started summoning more and more stones to pile onto Sasumi, burying him in a stone tomb. But Sasumi's body turned into a liquid metal and slipped right out of the hand before turning back into the hulking metal man he was before. His mace flew back into his hand and he caught it, then he threw it at both Kaden and Estellese. 
 
      
 
    Both of them dove out of the way, but as it flew past them it shattered into several sharp metal spikes which fired at both of them. Kaden could ignore the spikes since his armor was too strong for them to pierce, but Estellese had to make a stone wall between herself and the spikes to protect herself. 
 
      
 
    Estellese immediately sprang out from behind her wall and slammed another stone fist into Sasumi. But it was no use, his body just shattered into small metal spikes which moved away from the fist and rebuilt themselves a short distance away. 
 
      
 
    "This thing can't be human." Estellese breathlessly murmured. The exhaustion from using so much magic was taking its toll on her. 
 
      
 
    "But he is." Zane replied over the comms. "The only non-human I have within my ranks is Arachnia. You can still surrender." 
 
      
 
    "We need to get him into a corner or up against a wall so you can lock him down again." Kaden stated. 
 
      
 
    "Same trick isn't gonna work on him twice, he's staying away from walls." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    They didn't have any time to discuss it further, Sasumi lunged in and slammed his mace down at Estellese, who skillfully sidestepped the swing then quickly jumped back to evade another spike that sprang out of the side of the mace. Sasumi didn't stop his attack though, when his downward swing and the spike missed he turned it into a spinning attack to swing at her again, while also pushing Kaden backwards. 
 
      
 
    Estellese ducked under the mace, but Sasumi followed the attack up with a kick. The flurry of attacks was just a little too much for Estellese to evade when she was both exhausted and still wounded from the last fight. Sasumi kicked her hard in the side, thankfully her light plate armor was enough to block the small spikes on his boots but the blow hit her with bone-cracking strength and knocked her to the ground several feet away. 
 
      
 
    Sasumi immediately took off running straight at Estellese, intent on finishing her off, and Kaden also immediately ran after her, but Sasumi made it there first. He slammed his mace down at her but before it could hit her a stone fist sprang out of the ground and grabbed onto the mace, holding it back while Estellese stumbled onto her feet. But Sasumi wasn't going to stop his attack, he couldn't break his mace free from the stone fist, and instead shot four steel spikes out of the bottom of his mace. Two of the spikes pierced Estellese's feet, pinning them to the ground, and the next two pierced her legs. 
 
      
 
    Estellese hurriedly made a stone dome appear over herself to protect herself, but Sasumi's mace shattered into tiny metal shards and seven of them rushed inside of the dome before she could finish making it. While the rest of the shards flew back into Sasumi's hand to remake his mace. The shards that slipped in forced Estellese to drop her dome and instead focus on controlling the metal shards, pushing back against them with her own metal magic to stop them from stabbing into her. 
 
      
 
    Sasumi raised his metal mace, and while Estellese was pinned down both physically and magically, slammed his mace down at her head. But before it could hit her Kaden ran underneath the mace and attempted to catch it. The mace immediately broke both of his arms and badly damaged his spine, causing him to scream out in pain. But with his superhuman strength he was able to stop it. As soon as the attack was blocked Sasumi kicked Kaden, launching him several feet away. Kaden hit the ground ungracefully and didn't get back up or move again after that. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden!" Estellese shouted out. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden are you okay!" Mendelen called out over the comms, but there was no answer. "Kaden, this isn't a joke, are you okay!" There still was no answer. 
 
      
 
    Sasumi started to move in on Estellese, but as he approached her he spotted Fate with Kathryn leaning on her shoulder, carrying Katy to safety. He turned to them and threw his mace at them. The mace shattered into a couple large metal spikes once it was thrown. Katy was unconscious, Kathryn was too badly wounded to evade, and Fate couldn't dodge while carrying Katy and supporting Kathryn. All three of them were struck by the spikes, but at the very last second Fate used her ace of diamonds on Kathryn, making her invulnerable. Fate attempted to push the other sister out of the way, but was too badly injured to throw Katy aside fast enough. Fate was hit by two of the large spikes, and because she was carrying Katy they were both struck and killed. Kathryn was also hit by three of the spikes but Fate's invulnerability card prevented her from taking any damage, she just got knocked over. 
 
      
 
    Kathryn quickly got back up and when she realized what happened for was, for a moment, frozen in shock. Then she collapsed and began sobbing uncontrollably. 
 
      
 
    Sasumi then turned back to Estellese, who was struggling to free herself. She had removed two of the metal spikes from her legs and almost had the third one out of her foot. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the battlefield Cora and Pex were struggling to hold the line against Danielle and Oliver. As Oliver rushed in from the left Pex quickly flew in front of him and threw him backwards with a powerful gust of wind, focusing on keeping him separated from Danielle. Once he was a short distance away she flew straight at Oliver. She reached him before he could stand back up and quickly touched his leg. As soon as she touched him her signet flashed and Oliver was suddenly reduced to Pex's size. 
 
      
 
    "Not so tough now that it's a fair fight are ya!" Pex shouted at him as she landed on the damaged floor beside him. 
 
      
 
    Oliver panickedly looked around when he realized he was suddenly tiny, but when he saw Pex land beside him he tightened his grip on his scythe and turned to her. "You people are attacking us! I'm just protecting my home." 
 
      
 
    "You kidnapped our friends!" Pex argued. 
 
      
 
    "They aren't real! Neither are you for that matter." Oliver argued. 
 
      
 
    "I've been in this world longer then you have. You humans are the ones who appeared out of nowhere. So if anyone isn't real it would be you, and I'm not kidnapping your friends." Pex growled. She grabbed a small, fairy-sized longsword from her belt. Normally the sword was useless, but now that she had shrunken Oliver to her own size it was just as dangerous as any other sword. "You're not going to hurt any more of my friends." 
 
      
 
    Pex's sword suddenly ignited and was covered in searing hot flames, flames that extended an extra two feet beyond the tip of her sword. Then she took flight again and flew straight at Oliver. Oliver braced himself and was prepared to dodge the blade, but as Pex moved in closer she knocked him down with another gust of wind before flying over him and then thrusting her sword downwards at his chest. Oliver quickly blocked her sword and knocked her away, but not before the flaming extension of her sword badly burnt him. 
 
      
 
    Pex hit the ground hard when Oliver shoved her away, his superhuman strength was a bit too much for the fragile fairy to handle. But she got back up and saw Oliver quickly flip back onto his feet. Attempting to repeat her working strategy, she flew at him again and prepared another gust of wind. Oliver, expecting a repeat of her last attack, pointed his scythe at her and immediately pulled the trigger four times. Unlike his sister, his scythe had a magnum hidden inside of the handle not a shotgun. But it still caught Pex off guard, she hadn't seen how Emmei was taken down. She was shot twice, once in the shoulder and once in the chest. The shots knocked Pex out of the air and sent her crashing into the rubble below. 
 
      
 
    She shouted out in pain. She was curled up in a ball, clutching her wounds and struggling to breathe, her pain tolerance wasn't high like Estellese or Fate, she couldn't fight when badly injured. 
 
      
 
    Oliver quickly rushed over to where she had landed. He cautiously approached her, knowing she had a lot of magical potential. She was probably still dangerous. But after a moment he realized that she was too badly hurt to get back up. He could tell she wasn't one of the fairies meant to be fighters, but it just puzzled him. Why was she here if she wasn't a fighter? 
 
      
 
    Pex could no longer control her signet, so Oliver slowly returned to his normal size. He looked down at the small fairy on the ground. He lifted a foot to step on her and end it, but hesitated. After a moment's hesitation he instead picked her up and placed the fairy on a broken part of the wall that was off the ground where she wouldn't be accidentally stepped on. Then he rushed to assist his sister. 
 
      
 
    Danielle rushed in from the side, quickly jumping over a vine that attempted to sweep her feet as she ran straight for Cora. Her lack of a ranged attack was a severe handicap against a nature mage. As she moved in on Cora a massive, spiked wooden wall sprang up in front of her, blocking her path. Danielle quickly jumped backwards to stop her momentum but as she jumped a few smaller spikes all fired out of the wall and she was stabbed multiple times by them. They were small spikes though, they left a lot of injuries but didn't leave any major wounds. She quickly regained her bearings and rushed around the wall after Cora but before she could reach the woman Cora summoned a cloud of poison in the gap next to the wall. 
 
      
 
    Thinking fast Danielle held her breath as she ran through the cloud and immediately took a slash at Cora. Cora jumped backwards and wings grew out of her back, allowing her to take flight and hover above Danielle. She quickly whipped another vine down at the woman, forcing Danielle to back off to evade the attack. 
 
      
 
    Then the cocoon started to open and everyone paused for a moment. Cora was waiting for Emmei to come out and take the two scythe siblings out, she knew it was going to fully heal him and make him much stronger then he was. The two siblings were unsure of what was going on. The cocoon opened, and Emmei's corpse fell out of it. The body was fully healed, and transformed to be stronger, but he had already been dead when she used it, it could not bring the dead back. Cora was horrified, and she turned back to Danielle with a look of pure disgust and malice. 
 
      
 
    Seeing that the cocoon was not a threat, Danielle adjusted her grip on her scythe and started moving towards Cora, trying to get underneath her to attack from below with the last shot her shotgun had in it. But suddenly Cora let out a shriek of pain, and for seemingly no reason a deep slash carved itself across her back. Once the slash appeared, Cora gained a blood-red aura. Blood magic. Blood magic came in every element, it was incredibly powerful magic that severely injured the user with every spell cast. Causing injuries to the caster that were near permanent, they were impossible to heal by any means other then waiting for them to naturally heal. Blood magic was known, and shamed, for being suicidal magic for a reason. 
 
      
 
    "Watch out!" Danielle called out to her brother as the two of them quickly started to back off. But before she could do anything Danielle felt some invisible force grip her leg, followed by what felt like something with incredibly sharp claws tearing its way up her leg. Cora made the same clawing upwards motion from a distance. Danielle collapsed to the ground with four deep claw-marks running from her right ankle all the way up to her right thigh, she could no longer move her leg and she was losing blood incredibly fast. She started trying to get up to limp away, but then Cora let out another shriek of pain and Danielle felt the same thing happen to her other leg. 
 
      
 
    Danielle collapsed again, looking up to see Cora hovering directly over her now with one slash across her back and one across her stomach. The expression on her face was on of pure malice and hatred. Danielle was unable to move but she quickly grabbed for her scythe to try and take a shot at Cora. But Cora summoned a vine to yank the scythe from her hands. 
 
      
 
    "Danielle!" Oliver shouted as he tried to rush over to her, but before he could get there multiple vines grabbed Daniell. One grabbing each of her arms and legs, they lifted her off the ground, painfully pulling and twisting her limbs as they pulled her out of Oliver's reach. Oliver quickly took aim at Cora and fired his last four bullets up at her, hitting her with three of them. Twice in the chest and once in the arm. But it didn't matter, Cora didn't drop Danielle and instead slammed her into into the stone floor three times before she slammed Danielle into the wooden spiked wall. Killing her instantly. 
 
      
 
    Then she turned on Oliver and was about to use the same strategy on him when Pex came flying after her. Pex had partially healed her own injuries, just enough to fly again. "Cora! We need to go! Leave him be! He's not a bad person, he didn't hurt Emmei, and he spared me." 
 
      
 
    Cora shot her a glare, but then looked back at Estellese and Kaden and realized that this battle had been all but lost. 
 
      
 
    "Pin it down." Cora ordered. "Can't have it following us, I won't kill it." 
 
      
 
    Pex uneasily nodded and sent a powerful, but constant gust of wind to pin Oliver to the wall. Oliver, for the moment, was frozen in shock after seeing his sister die. He was too emotionally broken to offer any further resistance. He was instead starting to cry. He dropped his scythe and was pushed back against the wall, and Cora quickly built wooden walls around him to ensure that he stayed put. 
 
      
 
    Cora took a moment to heal the gunshot wounds she had taken just enough to prevent her from bleeding out and to help her breathe normally again. Then she landed on the ground and got rid of her wings. She started stumbling over to Estellese when she saw Sasumi moving in for the finishing blow. 
 
      
 
    Cora quickly grabbed Sasumi's mace with a few of her vines to restrain him again, like she had been doing before, while Pex threw a barrier over Estellese to keep her safe from the smaller spikes. Estellese was quick to remove the last two spikes from her feet, but she could no longer stand with her injuries. Instead she unfolded her wings and took flight. She was much less agile and fast when in the air, unlike the fairies she wasn't built for flying. 
 
      
 
    "We need to get out of here Estell." Kaden murmured near incoherently through the comms. 
 
      
 
    "Zanath got in! We have a general map. There should be a room to the north of you guys. Just bust the wall down." Mendelen called through the comms. "Forget Sasumi, just get the prisoners and run. He's not that fast." 
 
      
 
    "North?" Kaden murmured. "What are the coordinates?" 
 
      
 
    Mendelen quickly read off the coordinates in a confused tone. 
 
      
 
    "We need to go to that room, it's important. I wanted to get it before we left." Kaden mumbled. "I can't move though." 
 
      
 
    Sasumi's mace shattered into little pieces to escape the vines and the pieces fired themselves up at Estellese. But Pex was quick to make another barrier to protect her. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 "Yeah, there's the problem with that. How do we get Sasumi off our backs?" Estellese questioned. She quickly summoned a massive boulder and attempted to use it to push Sasumi away, but he just broke his body apart to slip around the boulder and rebuilt himself nearby. Pex attempted to throw him backwards with a powerful gust of wind, but he was too heavy to budge. And Cora couldn't move him with her vines either. 
 
      
 
    Frustrated with how difficult it was to hit Estellese Sasumi turned around and took a swing at Cora instead. But Pex quickly used a gust of wind to move Cora backwards, then flew after her to sit on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Then a shadow came darting across the floor, straight at Sasumi. Suddenly the two elven sisters sprang out of the shadow and Eladienne punched Sasumi hard in the back with both her signet and the gauntlet's enchantment activated. The two of them had left for just long enough to heal their wounds before returning to assist. 
 
      
 
    The blow, once again, sent Sasumi flying to the other side of the massive room, skidding across all of the rubble on the floor. He slammed into the back wall and by the time he hit the ground the suit of armor was a mangled mess of metal. The two looked around at the bloody battlefield and cringed. "Shit, we were too late." Eladienne growled. 
 
      
 
    "I'm so sorry! I'm not too good of a healer yet, it takes a while to fix those wounds." Lynn quietly murmured. When she spotted Fate and Emmei she lowered her head and looked very upset. Looking like she blamed herself for their deaths. 
 
      
 
    "We need to retreat before he gets back to us! Let's move." Estellese breathlessly called out. "Pex I need your help with Kaden. And you two, please help Kathryn." She ordered. 
 
      
 
    Lynn and Eladienne rushed over to Kathryn. Lynn got there first and quietly offered the younger girl a shoulder to lean on. Eladienne, on the other hand, just picked Kathryn up without saying a word and began running over to Estellese with her. 
 
      
 
    Pex rushed over to Kaden and shrunk him down to fairy size, allowing Estellese to easily pick him up in the palm of her hand. They then took down the stone hut the prisoners had been hiding in. 
 
      
 
    "We need to run! Lets go!" Estellese called out as she flew towards the north wall, with Pex sitting beside Kaden in her palm and everyone else running behind her. Once they reached the wall Estellese used her earth magic to break the stone wall apart so everyone could rush to the room on the other side of it, then she quickly repaired the wall before Sasumi could return. Cora helped repair it by adding another wooden wall right behind it, and Pex put a barrier in front of both walls. 
 
      
 
    Estellese flew down the hall, leading everyone behind her. It wasn't long before they heard Sasumi smashing down the wall behind them. He was right on their heels. As they all rushed into the next room they were met with three different directions to go in. 
 
      
 
    "Which way Mendelen?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Right." Mendelen answered. 
 
      
 
    "Down." Kaden answered. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Both Estellese and Mendelen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden there is no down." Mendelen stated. 
 
      
 
    "Trust me, go through the floor." Kaden insisted. "It's a long way down, I don't think there's any rooms between us and the room below, but it's down there. We HAVE to go down there. It's important." 
 
      
 
    While everyone talked Cora and Pex blocked the doorway with a wooden wall and a barrier again. 
 
      
 
    Estellese hesitated, then sighed. "Down it is then." She couldn't believe she was going along with what Kaden said, but for once he actually seemed serious. She could feel nothing but dirt beneath them with her earth magic, so she just took control of the stone floor and began lowering it under the ground with everyone on it. She was taking all of the dirt below them and packing it above their heads while moving the stone floor down, quickly lowering everyone as if they were on an elevator. 
 
      
 
    "How far down is this?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Deep. Six floors maybe?" Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    By the time Sasumi broke into the room they had been in, it was filled with dirt. They went down about six floors worth before they struck a strange, empty room. Estellese slowly lowered everyone into the room, which had an eerie green glow in it. Once they were all in the room it was pretty clear that this used to be a laboratory, one that used to be connected to the castle but seemed to have been since abandoned. 
 
      
 
    The source of the green light was a weird part of the wall in this laboratory. A large section of the wall was just, missing. Where the wall and floor should have been was nothing more than a giant hole, a hole that looked bottomless and to top it all off there were green ones and zeros flying past within the hole. 
 
      
 
    "Well that's new." Kaden murmured as he looked at the hole in the wall. 
 
      
 
    The elves were all thoroughly confused as to what this weird hole was, but it didn't mean much of anything to them. 
 
      
 
    "That's… Unsettling." Estellese murmured as she looked at the odd green hole. 
 
      
 
    "Next room. Bust through that wall!" Kaden ordered. Estellese broke down the wall infront of them and it lead into a massive underground arsenal. It was a huge room filled with what must have been a hundred tanks along with many crates of guns, the room had a big elevator in the back to lift all the tanks out of storage. "That's what I was looking for, I was a little off." 
 
      
 
    "That's… a lot of firepower." Estellese murmured. 
 
      
 
    "Yep. Which is why we should get rid of this." Kaden replied. He focused and opened a massive portal on one side of the room, and he seemed to be straining himself to open one that big and keep it open. "Don't go through this one! Throw all the tanks in it. It leads to the volcano." 
 
      
 
    "Shouldn't we keep the tanks?" Estellese questioned. 
 
      
 
    "We don't have any space for that." Mendelen replied. "We could keep one or two." 
 
      
 
    "That volcano isn't anywhere near us, right?" Zanath asked. 
 
      
 
    "Nope." Kaden replied. "Active volcano on a different island." 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded, then focused and began rapidly throwing all of the tanks through the portal with her metal magic. Making each one levitate and flinging them through the portal. It was exhausting moving all of them like this, but she eventually threw all but two into the portal. "I'm keeping two of these." She stated. 
 
      
 
    Then Kaden closed and reopened the portal. "Now the guns, and your two tanks. This one goes to Storage in the Spartan tower." He said, and Estellese threw the guns and the tanks into the portal. 
 
      
 
    Once the room was clear Kaden let out a sigh of relief and closed the portal. Then he reopened a normal sized one beside them. "Who is that portal for?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Elves first." Kaden replied. 
 
      
 
    Estellese nodded and stepped back as the prisoners slipped through the portal. Most of them thanked everyone that was here for saving them. 
 
      
 
    "Mendelen, how did the battle on the surface go?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "It was more or less a draw.." Mendelen replied. "The elves technically won by reaching the city and dealing considerable damage, but not without taking heavy losses. Alicia and Adamus are fine. Ultimately they retreated when they got word that we saved the prisoners. 
 
      
 
    Cora was the only elf who didn't leave through the portal. "I'm… Not ready to go back. Not without him." She murmured. "I… I do not feel well. Can I stay with you for a while?" She turned to Estellese. 
 
      
 
    "Of course." Estellese replied. "I'm sorry." She murmured before giving Cora a brief hug. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, we were late." Lynn quietly added. 
 
      
 
    "It's not your fault hon. Please tell Alicia where I am, and fill in for me at the medical center. Follow Lillith's lead until I return" Cora asked. "I just… Need time away. I can't handle it right now." 
 
      
 
    "Alright." Lynn replied. "And thanks for saving me." She added to everyone else before she slipped through the portal. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne put Kathryn down and gave Cora an apologetic look, but was unsure what to say. She then followed her sister through the portal. 
 
      
 
    "Where did you send the group of betas we replaced Kaden?" Estellese asked. 
 
      
 
    "Spartan tower medical ward." Kaidn replied. 
 
      
 
    "So they are probably still in Belesara waiting for us to return. I need to go break the news to them about Fate." Estellese quietly mumbled. 
 
      
 
    "Good luck." Kaden replied and closed the elven portal. Then he opened another portal to the Spartan tower medical ward. 
 
      
 
    "Want me to come help?" Pex offered. 
 
      
 
    "No, stay with Cora. She needs the support." Estellese quietly replied. 
 
      
 
    "So do you." Pex pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "She needs it more right now." Estellese replied. 
 
      
 
    Kathryn kept her head down and silently hobbled through the portal, struggling to stand with her injuries. She was trying to hide it but her face was soaked with tears and she had emotionally gone numb. She expected to wake up from this nightmare at any moment. 
 
      
 
    Everyone else followed her through the portal. The moment Estellese stepped out of the portal she was met with a big, yet brief, hug from Mendelen and a pat on the back from Zanath who were waiting for them. 
 
      
 
    "You two had us both so worried." Mendelen shakily replied. "Are you okay?" 
 
      
 
    "I will be okay. I just need time to process everything and recover." Estellese quietly answered. 
 
      
 
    "Where's my hug?" Kaden questioned. 
 
      
 
    "When you're healed and not tiny I will hug you too Kaden." Mendelen replied. "You nearly died on us. You really scared us all." 
 
      
 
    "Just like the old days." Kaden grinned, trying to inject humor into the situation. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Mendelen nodded. "Let's get everyone medical attention and rest." He said, then turned to Cora. "And I'm sorry for your loss, both of you." He added with a glance towards Kathryn. "If there's anything I can do, let me know." 
 
      
 
    "Estellese has it covered. Thanks though." Cora quietly murmured as they all walked into the medical ward. Cathrine, Freesia, and several other doctors were already waiting on them, although Cathrine's expression turned from a celebratory one to a look of devastation when she realized her friends Fate and Katy were not there. "No…" She quietly murmured. She took Freesia's hand and lowered her head. But she held the feeling in and immediately got to work with the other doctors and healers, treating everyone as quickly as they could. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Part II: Beta Tests 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1: Rough Beginnings 
 
      
 
      
 
    - Chapter 1: Rough Beginnings - 
 
      
 
    An average looking man stepped out of a small brick building. He stood at around 5' 9" tall, had messy, medium-length brown hair, rectangular glasses over his sharp brown eyes, five-o'clock shadow, and he wore a white lab coat. The man appeared to be in his early thirties. As he left the building he turned back to say goodbye to his co-workers after a long day of work. The project they had been working on the last few months was finally done. 
 
      
 
    He started walking down the road but stopped when he heard someone crying. He looked around and quickly spotted a girl in an alleyway, she looked to be in her late teens. She had very long, straight black hair that came down to her thighs and brown eyes. Her clothes were dirty, torn, and very worn out which cued the man off that she was homeless. She was on her knees in the middle of the alleyway, facing away from the man, and was crying. 
 
      
 
    The man stopped and looked around, as if expecting someone else to be there, but she was alone. He cautiously walked into the alleyway, stopping when he was just a few feet behind her. "Hey, what's wrong?" 
 
      
 
    The girl jumped at the sound of his voice and quickly took five steps away from him, as if the man was about to attack her. She was shaking, she looked both scared and very upset. Even with her posture, she was already short, standing at 5' 2" but she was making herself look as small as possible. "W-What do you want?" 
 
      
 
    "What is wrong? I'm here to help." The man asked as he briefly looked around the alley again, as if looking for something. He didn't see what he was looking for. He took a step forward and gently reached out to try and grab the girl's arm. 
 
      
 
    The girl quickly took another step back, cautiously keeping herself out of his reach. "M-My father was abusive, so I ran away to live with my boyfriend. But he was abusive too, so I ran away again. A-And now... And now I've got nowhere to go. I haven't eaten in weeks, I'm so hungry. It hurts so much. I-I just need food, but nobody will help me." 
 
      
 
    The man took a step towards her and again reached out to grab her arm. "It's okay, just come with me and I can help." She took a step away again. But as soon as she stepped back the man felt someone touch his pants pocket. He spun around in an instant only to see the last few seconds of a guy in his late teens running out of the alleyway. The man quickly checked his pocket, only to find that his wallet was gone. He spun around to face the girl again, but she too was gone. 
 
      
 
    A few blocks away from the pick pocketing, a young guy in his late teens hid behind some boxes in another alleyway and sat down. He opened up the wallet in his hands and quickly began rifling through its contents. "So this guy is a game designer. He's got a lot of cards for this 'Immersion' game, is that his project?" the guy murmured. He stood at 5' 8", just a little short for a guy. His build was slightly muscular, but undernourished and skinny. He had messy black hair that was just long enough to cover his ears, and sharp brown eyes. He wore a simple black shirt and pants, both of which were worn, full of holes, and torn up indicating that he was homeless. 
 
      
 
    The homeless girl from before jumped down from the low roof of the building he was leaning against and landed beside him. "What took you so long? That guy was creepy as hell." She chided, taking a seat on the ground beside him. 
 
      
 
    "He somehow knew I was there, before he even entered the alley." The guy replied. "There's no way he could have seen me. But he knew." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I hadn't noticed that. Was focused on staying out of his reach. Did he at least have any money?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, this guy was loaded. You'd think he just left a bank or something, there's enough to keep us fed for a few weeks here." He replied. "We could probably even go eat somewhere nice tonight, instead of getting fast food again. And I think we can leave the wallet near that building across from the alleyway you were in. He came out of there, I think if we stick it in the mailbox the cards and such inside should be safe until he finds it." 
 
      
 
    "Oh good, so we're done for today? If I don't have to cry again I'm gonna throw on some makeup so I look at least halfway decent." She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Brooke, come on, you look fine without it. It's not like you got a date or anything, don't worry about it." He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    Brooke shoved him with her shoulder before pulling a small mirror and eyeliner out of her pocket. "You don't know, I might find one and get a free meal. Have some faith in your little sister." 
 
      
 
    The guy shook his head "It's not that I don't have faith in you, I have no doubts you could find a guy. I don't have faith in any guy who's looking to date a homeless, teenaged girl." 
 
      
 
    "Hey I'm sixteen, I'm hardly a teenager. And you're only a year older so don't go acting all like the mature adult here." Brooke countered in a softer, playful tone towards the end. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, but it's still a red flag saying that the guy might be a creep." Her brother replied. "That aside, you might want to switch up your fake story. If you give the same story to everyone, word will spread and they will catch on eventually." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah I know, but the abusive father story usually gets people to just give me money. Then we at least don't need to steal it." Brooke countered. 
 
      
 
    "You're right, I prefer it that way too. But we don't want anyone to catch on." Her brother answered. And it was in that moment, as he spoke, that he felt someone pull the wallet out of his hand. He spun around and slipped his hand into his pocket to grab onto a small knife. As he looked up at the person who saw the wallet, he recognized the man immediately. The man in the lab coat they had just stolen the wallet from. The man had a smartphone in his hand and was paying more attention to the phone then the teenagers or the wallet. 
 
      
 
    The man in the lab coat quickly checked to make sure everything was still in his wallet, then adjusted his glasses and finally turned his attention to the teenagers. Both of which were looking at him like deer in the headlights. Seeing their expression he held up his smartphone, showing a map with two blue dots on it. "My wallet has a GPS tracker on it." He casually answered. "So, Elliot and Brooke, correct? What do you think you're doing?" 
 
      
 
    "How do you know our names? Who are you?" Elliott questioned, tightening his grip on his knife but keeping it concealed in his pocket. 
 
      
 
    "I'm just a man who does his research. Name's Leo, but I assume you know that by now since you looked through my credit cards." He pocketed his wallet and phone, then adjusted his glasses before turning back to the teenagers. 
 
      
 
    "What does that have to do with knowing our names?" Brooke questioned. "You researched us specifically?" 
 
      
 
    "Erm, I wouldn't say that exactly." Leo hesitated. "Six years ago a home three cities over burnt down. It was a home of a family of four, two parents and two kids. The remains of the parents were found inside the home, the children were never found. Police assumed it was a kidnapping with arson used to cover the tracks." He explained. "Three days later, in a city two towns over, a man was found dead in his apartment. It was publicly said to be a suicide, but the police investigation unearthed DNA from the two missing children in the house. While it appeared as a suicide, the police questioned if the children did it to escape. The children still were not found." 
 
      
 
    Leo paused for a moment, then continued. "Not long after, reports of two children who were stealing from locals began cropping up around here, matching the appearance of the missing children. Police assumed these were the missing children, but could not locate them within the city. Despite that their appearances continued for the next several years. And of course, the missing children were Elliot and Brooke, you two, am I wrong?" 
 
      
 
    "And why did you research all of this?" Elliott questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Why not research whatever I can about the two thieves running amuck in my town?" Leo answered. 
 
      
 
    "So what, you planning to turn us in to the police?" Elliot questioned coldly. 
 
      
 
    "It's not like we want to do this." Brooke interrupted "You ever tried getting a job when you're homeless? Can't even fill out the phone number, address, or contact info! Nevermind trying to dress nicely to make a good impression if you somehow get an interview. We tried. We still try, but we have to eat. We don't have a choice, if we did we wouldn't be stealing, no matter how hard the alternative." 
 
      
 
    Leo shook his head "No, I know very well your predicament and your story, as I said, I am a man who does his research. I am glad to hear that you're willing to stop stealing if you find a job, because that ties into what I was going to say next. I can give you two a job, it is minimum wage but a job is a job and I can offer it to you both, so that's two minimum wage incomes for you to share. I would have to turn you into the police if you didn't take the job, because you are thieves, but I want to offer you a way out of this." 
 
      
 
    "What kind of job? That seems very blackmail-ish." Elliot eyed the man with a cautious expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    "It's not meant to be. I'm genuinely trying to help you, but if you won't help yourself then I have to do what I'm legally obligated to do to protect everyone else." Leo pulled a business card out of his wallet and handed it to Elliot. "I am working on the new virtual reality game called Immersion. We need some people to just come play the game, and tell us if everything works the way it should and if it's fun. It's a little more complicated than that, we'll need essays and bug reports and all that, but I can walk you both through how to do those things in your first few days. I won't say it'll be easy, or fun, it's a lot of work despite how it sounds, but it is simple. I know you can do it." 
 
      
 
    The siblings hesitated and looked at each other, there was silence for a moment before Brooke spoke up. "Can we have some time to think about this? You have to understand, we want this, but it sounds way too good to be true." 
 
      
 
    Leo nodded "I overheard that you saw where I work. I'll be there tomorrow from eight to six, when you get there just walk in and say you are the beta testers Leo hired. Keep my card to prove that I hired you." 
 
      
 
    "We don't have to sign any paperwork or anything?" Elliot asked. 
 
      
 
    "Nope. Consider yourself already hired. I will see you for your first day of work tomorrow." Leo turned and just walked away, leaving the siblings to think about what just happened. 
 
      
 
    After a long silence Elliot spoke up. "Something is off about this guy. What do you think?" 
 
      
 
    "I agree." Brooke leaned back against the wall. "So what do we do? Him contacting the police won't matter, they know we are in this city already and haven't found us. He doesn't have any additional information to give them. But what if this is a real job offer?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that's what I'm thinking. Maybe I'll go by myself tomorrow to check it out?" Elliot suggested. 
 
      
 
    "Hell no! I'm not letting you go alone." Brooke frowned and gave him that raised eyebrow look she always gave him when he was being a hypocrite. "Lets just go and check it out, if we don't like it we can leave. We're in this together." 
 
      
 
    The siblings spent the next morning watching the building. A lot of people were showing up and entering the building and the vast majority of them did not seem like employees. Around noon there was an announcement that played over the intercom. 
 
      
 
    "The Beta Tests for Immersion will begin in thirty minutes, everyone please make sure you are signed in and begin moving into the next room." 
 
      
 
    The siblings hesitated, but walked into the building. The building was packed, the first room was a massive hall, probably used for parties, and there was so many people there the room was almost full. There must have been at least a couple hundred people inside. The siblings hesitated again, but they needed this job so they made their way through the crowd and to a desk that was set up in the back. They gave their names, showed the card they were given, and explained that they were here for the beta tests. The man behind the desk checked a list, and they were on it, so they were given passes. 
 
      
 
    They, along with everyone else, began moving into the next room. It was another big room, but this time they had to show their passes to get in. It was hard to not get separated in the crowd, but the two of them were used to working together and had their ways of sticking close, or finding each other immediately when they did get separated. 
 
      
 
    Within thirty minutes they began taking people out of the room in small groups. The siblings were the eighth group to make it into the next area. They were lead down a long hallway and members of the group were sent off into the side rooms one by one as they walked. The siblings purposely made sure they were the last to be assigned rooms, so they'd be guaranteed rooms next to each other. 
 
      
 
    As they each entered their room they found a pod inside and followed the instructions they had been given. They got in the pod, closed the pod, and pressed the big green start button. As soon as they pressed it they immediately blacked out. 
 
      
 
    The next thing Brooke knew, was that she was suddenly in a very cold and wet place. She opened her eyes to find herself lying in the snow, with snow-covered pine trees towering over her. She had no memory of what happened between her entering the pod and now, the pod was supposed to send her into a game, but as she stood up and looked around she saw nothing resembling a game at all. She was shivering, only wearing a black knee-length skirt and a white t-shirt she was not dressed to be out in the snow. These were her nice clothes, but they were still very simple, it was all she could afford. 
 
      
 
    As she looked around she noted that the forest appeared to be surrounded by mountains, which were casting a massive shadow over the forest, making it dark but not too dark to see. However she grew concerned as she realized that Elliott was nowhere to be found. She was alone out here, and she didn't even know where she was. 
 
      
 
    "Elliott? Where are you?!" She shouted out as she began walking in a random direction. 
 
      
 
    A woman's voice called back. "Hello? Anyone else out there?" 
 
      
 
    "Yo, I'm here." A man's voice shouted out. 
 
      
 
    "I'm here. Where are we?" Another woman's voice answered. 
 
      
 
    "Everyone in the area, come to me. We can form a party, games are always best played in a group." The man's voice shouted back. "Plus then we don't need to shout. Just follow my voice." He shouted back, then kept repeating "Follow my voice" over and over so others could find him. 
 
      
 
    Not sure where else to go, Brooke headed towards the man who was shouting. She found him sitting on a tree stump in a small clearing, he was a strange man. He was six feet tall and had a muscular, but not huge, build. He looked like he was in his late twenties. But the odd thing about him was his long messy blue hair, long enough to cover his eyes in the front, and in the back it was even longer and tied back in a mens ponytail. He had sharp brown eyes and was looking around at the people joining him with an excited look on his face. Several other people were gathering around, although none of them were Elliott. Brooke, having lived on the streets for so long, also noticed one extra person most of the others hadn't spotted. One person sitting up on a high branch in a tree nearby, who was looking over the group. They retreated and hid behind the branches and pine needles of the tree when Brooke looked up at them. 
 
      
 
    Brooke kept to herself, like several other people there, but there were also some people who formed smaller groups and began talking among each other. Most of the conversations Brooke overheard were people asking about the game, asking where they were, asking if this was the game. Nobody seemed to know what was going on. It wasn't long before Elliott wandered into the area, as soon as he spotted Brooke he quickly made his way over to her. 
 
      
 
    "What's going on?" Elliott asked. "You have any information I don't?" 
 
      
 
    Brooke shook her head. "Nope, just as lost and confused. Is this the game? It doesn't look like a game. Looks like we are just lost in the woods." 
 
      
 
    Elliott shrugged. "I don't know, I see nothing game related here. I get the feeling they just took our kidneys and dumped us in some random forest or something. I mean, this could be the game, I do remember them boasting about it being the perfect virtual reality. It does seem perfectly real." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that's something I coulda done without. I can understand making cold areas cold, but making it perfectly realistically cold like this" Brooke was cut off as a shiver went down her spine. "This is insane. Why would I want to play a game like this? Hell my feet are even going numb from the snow that got in my sneakers." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah the cold ain't doing me any good either." Elliott shook his head, he too wasn't dressed for the cold. With just black jeans and a thin black dress shirt. "But I at least have pants, can't imagine how bad it is for the girls who came in dresses and skirts." 
 
      
 
    "It sucks. If I wasn't being paid to be here I would exit the game and never come back." Brooke replied. She paused for a moment. "How do we exit the game when we are done anyways?" 
 
      
 
    Elliott looked around with a perplexed look on his face, and so did several other people who overheard her. Then he turned back to Brooke "That's... A very good question." He began waving his hand in front of himself, trying to find and push the button on the pod he assumed his real body was still inside of, but nothing happened. Some of the others in the group tried the same thing, and began looking a little worried. Word quickly spread through everyone else in the area and they all began trying various different things to try and open a menu, call an admin, or logout. Nothing was working. 
 
      
 
    "GUYS! Attention!" The blue haired man had stood up on the tree stump. 
 
      
 
    He began talking once everyone quieted down. "Everyone, calm down and relax. I do not know what is going on, nobody here does, but I'm sure we have all noticed that we can't figure out how to exit the game. This is a beta, games in beta are known to have problems all the time. So we need to do something to alert the staff running this test, because they are likely watching us, let them know that there's a problem so they pull us out." He began. 
 
      
 
    "But what can we do?" Someone interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "I'm getting there." The man answered. "My name is George, I will lead us to getting the attention of the devs. At least until someone else steps up to lead, because I honestly really don't want to. I'll need the names of everyone here, and give me some basic information about yourself. Information relevant to how you can help, keep it brief. You two first." He pointed at the siblings. 
 
      
 
    "I'm Brooke, and this is my brother Elliot. We grew up homeless on the streets, we work really well together and we know a lot about survival and scavenging in general." 
 
      
 
    "Good, you two stick together then and remind me of that if I ever try to separate you." George pointed at the next person. 
 
      
 
    The next woman was in her early twenties and stood at 5'6" with an athletic build and had long black hair that reached her waist. She was distant from everyone else. She wore a long and elegant black dress and also seemed to be having a rough time with the cold. "I'm not giving my real name out to a bunch of strangers online, so you can just call me Fate. I work in a casino, which won't help much here, but I'm physically in great shape. So I can do some of the more physically taxing jobs that others might not be able to handle." 
 
      
 
    George didn't have anything to add so he moved the focus to the next guy. He was a shorter guy who wore glasses and had short brown hair with soft blue eyes. He was wearing khaki pants and an expensive looking blue and black fleece sweater. "I uh, am Dexter, 21 years old, college student. I do game design. No I do not know anything about this game, and uh, I do not know if we are in a game or if this is some elaborate scam. I'd assume this is the game. I don't know how I can help, but I'm using my knowledge of game design to try and figure the system out. No luck so far. I'll do whatever needs to be done to help." 
 
      
 
    The next guy in line spoke up when Dexter was finished. He had been standing in a small group with Dexter. He was very tall with a strong and athletic build, with very short brown hair in a crew cut hairstyle, wearing baggy jeans and a baggy red t-shirt. He looked to be in his early twenties. "Ronnie, I'm a college student and I play basketball. That's about it really." 
 
      
 
    Next in line, and also hanging around the other two guys was a woman who appeared to be in her early thirties. She was tall, standing at 5'11" and looked pretty strong and fit. She had short blonde hair and blue eyes, and was wearing a simple pair of jeans with a green hoodie. "Chloe, been a firefighter for about eight years. If you know anything about firefighting work that sums up my skills pretty neatly." 
 
      
 
    "Matthew, I was a bartender. Guess I'm pretty strong if that helps any." A man who was off by himself spoke up. He was very tall and had a relatively strong and muscular build. He had short, spiky black hair and light blue eyes and was smoking a cigarette. He was probably one of the better dressed people here, wearing black dress pants, a white dress shirt, a tie, and an expensive looking jacket which he oddly enough kept unbuttoned despite the cold. Although, his clothes were messy, his tie was crooked and his shirt was untucked. 
 
      
 
    Going around the stump George sat on, the next woman up to introduce herself was talking to a blonde man next to her. She didn't seem to notice it was her turn. "Hey, lady, you're next." George called out. 
 
      
 
    "Oh! Sorry I'm Olivia. I'm a college student studying psychology. Not sure what I can do to help, but I'll do whatever I can." She explained. She was average height, with her shoulder-length black hair tied back in a ponytail and her soft blue eyes nervously watching the group. 
 
      
 
    The blonde she had been talking to spoke up once she was done. "And I'm Damion. I work in a church, I can give people emotional and spiritual support." He wore black pants that had a chain of dog tags hanging from a belt loop, and he wore a red hoodie that was multiple sizes too small for him. He fit his arms through the sleeves, but the hoodie was so small it only covered a portion of his upper back and it didn't wrap around to cover his chest at all. He also, did not wear a shirt, just the hoodie, which left his well toned body in clear view, he clearly worked out and was in very good shape. His blonde hair was messy and long for a guy and his blue eyes were piercing, as if staring into your soul. As soon as he introduced himself he returned to his conversation with Olivia. "So, you said you have lost a loved one? I can speak with the angels, I can try and contact them for you if you would like. I know the pain of losing a loved one, I find it always puts people at ease to hear back from those they lost. To hear that everything is okay now." 
 
      
 
    George turned the focus onto the next guy who shrugged. "Uh, I'm Jake. I'm just a regular dad with an office job there really isn't much to say." He was about average height, was wearing a cheap jacket with cheap black pants and had his hair kept short and not in any particular style. 
 
      
 
    "Sophia, college student. I've done a lot of camping and outdoors stuff, and I'd assume Jake has too since he's a dad and all. So maybe we can handle that?" She was average height and had short, wavy brown hair. She wore glasses, black leggings, and a baggy sweater with the logo of her favorite band on it. 
 
      
 
    The next guy in line was all too excited to speak up. As soon as she stopped talking he burst out with "And I am MLG-Pro-snipes-sixtynine, but you can call me snipes for short. I'm a gamer, and I'm a pro so once we find a sniper or a ranged weapon I get dibs. Since I'm gonna be better at using them." He looked to be in his early teens, and his young age made him the shortest person in the group. He wore a black hoodie with a gaming logo on it with jeans and a cap displaying a few characters from his favorite game. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he spoke George sighed and shook his head. "It's safe to say that we are all gamers here kid, otherwise we wouldn't be here for a closed beta of a video game. What skills do you have? And please come up with a better name." 
 
      
 
    "Nope, my name stays. And I'm not just a gamer, I'm a pro gamer." Snipes countered. 
 
      
 
    "No you're not. Next." George cut him off and tried to move things along to the last girl. 
 
      
 
    The next woman was wearing a fancy blue dress and she just shrugged. "I'm just an accountant at my local bank. I guess I'll just fill in wherever I can. Name's Evelyn." 
 
      
 
    George nodded "Good. And last but not least, you there hiding up in the tree. Get down here and introduce yourself. Most of the people seemed shocked and quickly looked up at the trees trying to find this person. George, Fate, and the siblings seemed to have been the only ones to notice the person in the tree before George called them out. 
 
      
 
    The person hesitated, but after a moment jumped down. They were the second shortest person in the group standing at 5' 2", and were keeping their distance from everyone else. Not only that but they were really skinny and frail looking. "I'm Carley, college student. Not much to really say." Carley had very long brown hair that stopped just below their hips, soft brown eyes, and a fearful expression on their face. They were wearing a baggy black hoodie and black pants which partially hid their frame. 
 
      
 
    "Well you're stealthy and agile enough to climb a tree, so go scout out the area and return here once you're done. Who wants to go with her?" George asked. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, I'd actually rather go alone. " Carley interjected. 
 
      
 
    "Alright then, can you handle that alone?" George asked. When Carley nodded he resumed speaking "Alright then, go do that. Who has an idea on how we get the attention of the people running this thing?" 
 
      
 
    "Well." Fate quietly spoke up. "We are surrounded by snow, and they are likely monitoring our progress and checking up on us. So let's write a message in the snow and just sit here and wait. If a group of their beta testers are not moving they should check in on us to find out why, since we are supposed to be testing the game not sitting around." 
 
      
 
    "Good idea." George replied. "Brooke, Elliott, you two are our scavengers and survival experts. Or as close to experts as we have. I'm sending you two out to gather enough firewood to make a couple campfires. We need a way to keep warm. I assume you two should know how to find burnable wood in the snow. Jake and Sophia, you two are going with them. And the four of you are on babysitting duty, I'm sending Snipes with you too. Maybe he can carry a few sticks." 
 
      
 
    "Hey!" Snipes angrily shouted and crossed his arms. "I do not need a babysitter, I'm not going with them I'm going on my own." 
 
      
 
    George sighed. "Snipes, if you stop arguing with me and just do as I say I will pay you ten bucks when we get out of here. If not, then go off on your own. I don't care. But think about how you're going to find your way back if you go alone." 
 
      
 
    Snipes shook his head "If you're paying me to protect them it'll be twenty. And I want it now." 
 
      
 
    "Fine, twenty." George instinctively took out his wallet and handed Snipes a twenty. But froze as soon as he did. "Why do I have my wallet if this is a game?" He quickly went through his wallet. "Yeah... All my pictures, the exact amount of cash I had, even my ID and cards are all exactly accurate. Why do they have an exact replica of all my cards and ID in this game?" 
 
      
 
    For a moment everyone around him grew concerned and checked their own belongings. Everybody had all the items they had in their pockets before entering the game on them, and the details on the objects were exact, as if they had actually brought the real items in their pockets when they entered this world. 
 
      
 
    George sighed and put his wallet away. "That is something to discuss with the devs, anyways, you guys go work on campfires. Carley go scout, everyone else let's start writing our messages in the snow and getting this area set up as best as we can for a camp." 
 
      
 
    "And what will you be doing?" Matthew questioned. 
 
      
 
    "I, unfortunately, will be running this circus until someone else steps up to do so." George answered. 
 
      
 
    Brooke, Elliott, and the others in their small team wandered away from the main group in search of firewood. Idly talking as they picked up sticks from the top of the snow, and broke off small, older branches that could easily be snapped off. "You thinking what I'm thinking?" Brooke asked. 
 
      
 
    "That this is some sort of scam? Or another one of life's hilarious jokes? Yep." Elliott sighed and shook his head, the sarcasm dripping from his voice. 
 
      
 
    "What do we do?" Brooke asked. 
 
      
 
    "What can we do? Other than go along with it for now." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    "If I may interject." Sophia spoke up. "There was a lot of people at the building for this beta test. Unless they have some sci-fi teleportation device it would be unreasonable to think they physically moved all of our bodies." 
 
      
 
    "That is a good point." Brooke turned to partially face Sophia as they walked. "So you think this really is a virtual world? A game? It sure doesn't feel like one." 
 
      
 
    Sophia shrugged "I have no idea, I'd assume it is a game, I guess? But I wouldn't take it as lightly as I would take any ordinary game, something is definitely wrong here." 
 
      
 
    "Sorry to interrupt, but is it just me or is it getting warmer?" Elliott asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I think it is getting a little warmer." Brooke answered before returning her attention to Sophia. "And I agree, I think we all do, something here is definitely wrong." 
 
      
 
    "Snipes? Where-" Jake started, then sighed "The kid is running off." 
 
      
 
    "What?" Brooke spun around to face forwards again to see Elliott and Jake running after the kid. "Hey wait for us!" Brooke and Sophia quickly ran after them. They finally caught up to the kid when he stopped to hide behind a tree, not too far from where they had been. 
 
      
 
    It was warmer here, and they noticed that they were nearby a lake. It was around noon so the sun was directly above them and that was helping to warm up the area, but this area was warmer than it should have been. 
 
      
 
    "Snipes, where are you going? You can't just run off like that you'll get hurt." Jake firmly reprimanded the boy. 
 
      
 
    "Look!" Snipes insisted as he pointed towards the lake. When the others looked over where he was pointing they spotted something lying on the ground beside the lake. 
 
      
 
    "Alright..." Brooke started. "I guess that confirms that this isn't the real world anymore." 
 
      
 
    Lying face-down on the edge of the water was a lizard creature. It had an almost humanoid body, but was covered in scales, had a lizard-like head, and a tail that had a couple short spikes on it. Not to mention the sharp claws on the thing. There was a sword and a bow and arrows on the ground beside it. 
 
      
 
    "How did you spot that from over there?" Elliott questioned. 
 
      
 
    "I'm a pro gamer, of course I can spot the smallest details nobody else would notice." Snipes countered. "Dibs on the bow." 
 
      
 
    "I don't think we should bother that thing." Elliott stated. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah I have to agree with Elliott. We shouldn't bother the strange creature. It could be dangerous." Sophia added. 
 
      
 
    "It's clearly dead, why else would it be lying face down? I'm getting its stuff." Snipes argued. 
 
      
 
    "Snipes it is a lizard, it might just be basking-" Jake started to explain, but Snipes had already took off running after the stuff. 
 
      
 
    Snipes ran right up to the creature and grabbed the bow in one hand, while grabbing the quiver of arrows in his other hand. In a flash the lizard creature opened its eyes, grabbed the sword, and lashed out at the boy. Snipes shouted and in an attempt to back up quickly fell onto his back, narrowly evading the blade. The lizard was on its two feet in a split second, it was incredibly fast. 
 
      
 
    The lizardman moved in on Snipes and before the boy could get back up it stabbed its sword down at his chest. But before it could hit him the creature was tackled to the ground by Jake. Jake landed on top of the lizard and was quick to pin the creature's arms to the ground. But the lizardman wasn't going to take that. Its spiked tail immediately whipped around and struck Jake's back, stabbing straight down into his spine. The spikes were small and didn't pierce him deeply, but as soon as they struck his back the lizard dragged its tail to the side, ripping the spikes across his back, tearing the wound open. 
 
      
 
    Jake shouted out in pain and as his body recoiled from the blow his grip loosened. As soon as his grip loosened the lizard slipped free just enough to sink its sharp teeth into the man's upper arm. Jake screamed out in pain and his grip loosened even more. In that instant the lizardman threw Jake off itself. 
 
      
 
    Elliott and Brooke were quick to rush to Jake's aid, with some of the firewood they had collected clutched tightly in their hands. Sophia had already grabbed Snipes and dragged him away from the creature. 
 
      
 
    "It hurts! What the hell it actually hurts!" Jake gasped out. 
 
      
 
    "What is going on here?!" Elliott tensed and readied his weapon. 
 
      
 
    The lizardman hissed and looked around at the humans surrounding it, its eyes locked on Snipes and it braced itself as it saw the boy drawing an arrow back on the bow and aiming at it. It was prepared to dodge, but the arrow never came. Snipes struggled to pull back the arrow as far as he could and let it go. The lizard watched the arrow not only fly far off to the side, but it only made it halfway to its target before hitting the ground. 
 
      
 
    "Snipes give me the bow!" Sophia demanded. 
 
      
 
    "No it's mine." Snipes argued as he tried pulling back another arrow, but again he couldn't even come close to hitting his target. 
 
      
 
    "Snipes he is actually hurt, this isn't a game we need to stop that thing before someone else gets hurt. I've used a bow before, give it to me." Sophia argued, but Snipes wasn't having it. He moved away from her and began trying to take another shot. 
 
      
 
    The lizard no longer saw Snipes as a threat, so it immediately started running after the boy no longer worrying about getting shot. But as soon as it started to run Elliott slammed a heavy branch into the side of the creature's head. The lizardman stumbled and spun around to face its attacker, hissing loudly at the young man. But as soon as it turned to look at Elliott, Brooke had slipped around to the other side of it and slammed her own branch into the other side of the creature's head. 
 
      
 
    The lizardman quickly backed up, using its superior speed to gain a little distance from them. But the siblings kept their formation, keeping far enough apart on opposing sides of the creature that it couldn't look at both of them at the same time. It noticed Snipes fail at shooting another arrow but couldn't get to him with these two blocking the path. It thought about the situation for a moment, then suddenly blitzed Elliott. It had reached the man in the blink of an eye. 
 
      
 
    Elliott was quick to swing his branch at the lizard's head again, but the lizard sliced the branch in two with its sword in one quick swipe. As it prepared to swing again Elliott moved quickly to grab both of its wrists, trying to hold its sword back. The lizard hissed and whipped its tail around to strike Elliott, but Brooke had already moved in. She quickly grabbed the beast's tail and was trying to restrain it. 
 
      
 
    The lizard began growling and hissing as it violently struggled and fought to try and break out of their grip, while repeatedly trying to bite Elliott's throat. The man was dancing with death, he was carefully moving to evade the creature's bites while struggling to hold onto its wrists. The beast was slowly slipping from his grip, and then the lizardman kicked him square in the stomach. Elliott lost his grip and was knocked backwards onto the ground. As soon as its arms were free the lizard spun around and hastily slashed its sword at Brooke. 
 
      
 
    Brooke quickly let go of its tail and tried to jump backwards to evade, but the creature was too fast. The sword grazed her stomach, it was just a shallow cut that didn't hit anything vital. She let out a scream of pain and she hit the ground clutching her stomach, and curled up in a fetal position. 
 
      
 
    "Brooke!" Elliott shouted out. 
 
      
 
    "I'm okay. I'm okay. It just hurts. It really hurts." Brooke gasped out. 
 
      
 
    The lizardman looked around, Elliott was starting to get back up and Snipes was still trying to use the bow, while Sophia was still trying to take it from him. It started to move towards Snipes again but Elliott immediately grabbed its arm and tried to yank the creature to the ground. The lizardman immediately swung its tail at Elliott to stop him, but Elliott quickly evaded the tail, but he didn't let go of its arm. 
 
      
 
    The lizard turned to attack Elliott, then suddenly someone fell out of the sky and landed on the creature. The lizardman screeched in pain and was knocked to the ground with its arm bent at an awkward angle. With the brief glimpse Elliott caught of the person, he identified them as Carley. Carley ungracefully hit the ground with the lizard, and due to the momentum Carley had from their jump they were sent skidding across the dirt. 
 
      
 
    Carley let out a groan of pain when they finally came skidding to a stop, and quickly started stumbling back to their feet. 
 
      
 
    "Where did you come from?!" Elliott questioned, cautiously keeping his distance from the lizard, but remaining ready to strike it if it made any sudden movements. 
 
      
 
    "I jumped down from the tree." Carley answered "Just dislocated my arm, I'm fine." 
 
      
 
    "Why would you do that? You hurt yourself." Elliott questioned, he tensed as the lizardman stood up again and watched it as it looked back and forth between himself and Carley. It wasn't moving one of its arms anymore and by the way it limped it was safe to say both its arm and possibly a few ribs were broken. 
 
      
 
    "You needed help. It doesn't matter if I got hurt, I'm not important, the important thing is that I crippled the lizard. I honestly expected to get hurt worse than this. I'll keep its attention on me, find a way to chase the thing off." Without waiting for an answer Carley moved in on the lizardman. This was extremely dangerous, the lizardman had a sword and Carley had no weapons and not only that but Carley was physically frail, they wouldn't be able to do anything to fight back against the lizard. 
 
      
 
    Carley was agile though, the lizardman was enraged at this point and was wildly swinging and lashing out at Carley with its sword and tail. But Carley was avoiding every attack, often by a very narrow margin. 
 
      
 
    Elliott was trying to figure out a way to scare off the lizardman, but he didn't know what to do. He tried moving in to attack it with another branch, but the beast was watching him now and took a swing at him when he got too close. Then Carley immediately moved between them to keep the beast's focus off Elliott. 
 
      
 
    He had to do something, Carley couldn't keep dodging like this forever. He was going through every possible option he could think of, trying to find some way, any way to scare off the creature. Then all of a sudden the lizardman let out a shriek of pain. Elliott looked at the lizard to see that it had an arrow sticking out of its back. He looked back over at Snipes and Sophie to see that Brooke was now over there. Brooke had grabbed Snipes and was restraining the boy, and Sophie now had the bow and arrows. 
 
      
 
    The lizardman spun around to look at Sophie, and as soon as it saw her with the bow it sprinted after her. It still moved incredibly fast, but was now slowed down by its wounds. Before it could reach her she fired another arrow into its chest. The lizardman screeched out in pain and almost fell over. It stopped running. It saw Carley and Elliott moving in, it saw Sophie preparing another arrow, and it spotted more humans coming out of the trees to join the fight. 
 
      
 
    The lizardman hissed and took a few steps back, then suddenly ran into the water and swam deep down into the lake, disappearing from view. 
 
      
 
    Elliott heard the others coming and glanced back to see who it was. He spotted George and Fate running over to them. 
 
      
 
    "What is going on? I heard screaming." George asked as he ran past Elliott and knelt down beside Jake to figure out what happened. 
 
      
 
    "Get the wounded over to the edge of the water." Carley grabbed an arrow from Sophie's quiver and rushed to the lake. 
 
      
 
    "The kid was a dumbass and pissed off that lizard creature." Elliott answered, as he ran over to help Brooke walk. George and Fate carried Jake to Carley. 
 
      
 
    Sophie and Brooke were yelling at Snipes the entire short walk to the water. "Snipes, everyone got hurt because of you! What the hell were you thinking!" Sophie yelled at him. 
 
      
 
    "It's not MY fault the bow and arrows are broken, I would have handled it just fine by myself if they weren't broken and had just worked when I used them." Snipes argued. 
 
      
 
    "They are not broken, you just can't use them correctly! You should've just let me do it from the start!" Sophie had had enough and just ignored Snipe's remark about how she must have cheated to make them work. She wouldn't give him the bow and arrows back, so Snipes stormed off to return to the camp. 
 
      
 
    "This is in no way sanitary, but we need to clean the wounds and this is the only water we have nearby. Use the lake to clean the wounds, I'll make bandages before they lose too much blood." Carley took off their own hoodie, and immediately began using the arrowhead to cut the hoodie apart. Under the hoodie Carley had been wearing a simple violet shirt. 
 
      
 
    "Do we really need to do all this? It is just a game after all, right?" Brooke asked, but did as she was told and began trying to clean the wound. The water was strangely warm, being in the middle of a snowy forest it was unexpected, but at the same time the warm water was a nice change from the freezing snow. She didn't bother asking why the water in the lake was warm, it didn't matter. 
 
      
 
    "Uh." Carley paused. "I don't know, I forgot it was a game for a minute. Um, we probably should still do this, just in case." Once Brooke and Jake cleaned out their wounds Carley quickly bandaged them up with scraps from the hoodie. "We will use snow as ice to keep it cold and numb until it heals a little more. It is the best thing we have." 
 
      
 
    "What about your arm?" Elliott questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Not important." Carley brushed it off "How is the camp? Almost set up? And did we get any firewood?" 
 
      
 
    "Camp is as good as it's going to get." George answered. 
 
      
 
    "And we got firewood, we just dropped it when Snipes ran off like an idiot. We can go pick it back up." Elliott answered. "But seriously, if your arm is dislocated we really need to reset it before you cause it more damage, I know how." He reached out, but as soon as he touched Carley's arm Carley jumped and quickly pulled away, looking back at Elliott as if Elliott had just attacked them. The look in Carley's eyes was like a scared, cornered animal. 
 
      
 
    "I'm trying to help." Elliott insisted. 
 
      
 
    Carley grabbed their own arm and with a wince of pain pulled their own arm completely out of joint, moved the joint back into position, and pushed it back in. The look on Carley's face clearly conveyed how painful it was. "There, fixed." 
 
      
 
    "Don't do that kid!" Elliott didn't understand what was wrong with Carley, it was like they had no sense of self preservation. "Never use force, you could break your arm that way." 
 
      
 
    "I don't care. And I'm not a kid, I'm twenty, I'm just short." Carley stood up "Let's get back to camp before that thing comes back." 
 
      
 
    George nodded and stood up. "I agree, Elliott can you assist Brooke in getting back? I can carry Jake back, Carley, Fate, and Sophia can go pick up the firewood." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I can do that." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    It wasn't long before they all got back to camp. Using the firewood and Matthew's lighter they started a couple campfires for everyone to wait near. Snipes was off to the side by himself, there was tension between him and most of the group now. Hours passed and the devs never came to contact them. Before they knew it, night had fallen and everyone was trying to find a comfortable place to sleep near the campfires. Everyone except Carley, Carley was nowhere to be found. 
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    - Chapter 2: The Beta Tests - 
 
      
 
    Brooke woke up relatively early in the morning to see Elliott sitting beside her. He had a flat stone in his hand and was eating something off the stone. "You got food without me?" She questioned. She looked around the camp and almost everyone was still asleep, however Carley and Olivia were both missing. 
 
      
 
    Elliott shook his head. "Carley made food for everyone. It's just an egg, so it isn't much. But it's something." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, where did she go?" Brooke asked. "And where did Olivia go?" 
 
      
 
    Elliott shrugged. "I think Carley made their own camp somewhere else, she doesn't seem to be very social. I noticed that Carley left the camp last night and never returned until this morning. And even that return was brief, dropped off the food and immediately left, not staying any longer than needed. I do not know where Olivia went." 
 
      
 
    "She is a strange one. But at least she seems helpful and friendly." Brooke commented. She cringed in pain as she sat up. The wound on her stomach still hurt a lot. "And the devs didn't come to get us out, it's been over a day now." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I had a feeling they weren't coming." Elliott replied. "How are you feeling? There isn't enough food for everyone, so grab your egg before everyone else wakes up. There's fourteen of us and only eleven eggs to go around." 
 
      
 
    "There's fifteen of us." Brooke spoke up as she cautiously reached over to the fire and grabbed one of the flat stones that were beside it. On the stone was a cooked egg. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I didn't count Carley, since she has her own camp and probably has her own food." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    He heard someone jump down from a nearby tree and glanced over to see Carley cautiously approaching them. "No, I don't have my own camp. I just slept up in a tree, and I brought all the food I made here. Anyways, I just checked on Jake and he's doing okay. Still in pain but he's okay. Brooke, right? How are you doing?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm okay, it's not a bad injury it just really stings." Brooke answered. "I just woke up, so we will have to see how I'm feeling a little later." When she heard that Carley hadn't taken food for them self she handed the food she had picked up to Carley. 
 
      
 
    Carley shook their head "Food is for you guys, I'm not hungry. I'll eat at the next meal we have." Carley then reached into their back pocket and pulled out a very small travel-sized hair brush and handed it to Brooke. 
 
      
 
    Brooke gave Carley an odd look. "You carry a hairbrush on you? Thanks though." She put the stone with her food down and quickly ran the brush through her hair. 
 
      
 
    "I've spent my fair share of time sleeping outside, and my hair's almost as long as yours so I know how easily it gets tangled, and gets random crap stuck in it when sleeping outdoors." Carley gestured to their own long, hip-length hair. 
 
      
 
    Brooke laughed a little and nodded "Yeah, thanks. You really should eat though." She said as she handed the brush back and picked her food back up to resume eating. 
 
      
 
    "I'm alright, I don't need any food right now. Not hungry." Carley brushed it off. "Just need to find the courage to offer the brush to that Fate lady now." 
 
      
 
    Brooke gave Carley a questioning look. "Why do you need courage for that? She seems friendly enough. Heck she seems friendlier than I am and you talked to me no problem." 
 
      
 
    Carley shook their head. "I can tell you're friendly. That and you're almost the same size as me, you're only a tad taller. It makes you a little less scary than everyone else. Most of them tower over me." 
 
      
 
    "That's the fun of being short." Brooke laughed. 
 
      
 
    "You really think I'm scary?" Elliott interrupted. "You weren't afraid to face the lizardman head-on, but I'm scary?" 
 
      
 
    Carley nodded "Extremely. The lizard thing had very clear intentions, it just wanted to kill me and I'm not afraid of death. Your intentions are unclear, you could have better intentions or you could have worse intentions. I can't tell." Carley said in a forced cold tone. 
 
      
 
    Elliott nodded. "You make a lot more sense now. You know, you're not much different from us, we too have seen what people are really capable of. I used to think the same way, we both did. But we found some good people we can trust and now the world isn't such a scary place anymore." He replied. "Have you found anyone to trust? If not I do hope that you can eventually trust us." 
 
      
 
    Carley hesitated, thinking about whether or not to answer, but then nodded. "My girlfriend is out there somewhere. She entered the game with me but apparently was dropped somewhere else in the world. I just need to find her." 
 
      
 
    "What's her name? We'll keep an eye out for her too." Brooke replied. 
 
      
 
    "Jess. 5' 4", just a couple inches taller than me. Black hoodie, yellow blouse, I think she had black leggings when we entered the world. Blue eyes and brown hair that goes to her mid-back." Carley replied. "I am a bit worried about her. She doesn't have the right mindset to survive combat, but I'm sure she will find a group to be safe with." 
 
      
 
    "So you also think people can really die in this world?" Brooke asked. 
 
      
 
    Carley nodded "Well, look at the facts. We can't logout, we can feel pain, and we entered this world with the exact items we were carrying. The items have such a level of detail that I have to believe that these are the real items we had, like our actual physical belongings were brought into the game with us. There's no way these could be copies. Which brings up the question, are these our real bodies? It looks like they are, I checked my body and it was copied exactly as it was in the real world, even things the game should have had no way of knowing about. That would explain all of the weird non-game features we are finding that logically shouldn't exist in a game, like us feeling pain, or the cold. And if these are our real bodies-" 
 
      
 
    George approached the group "Then we really don't want to die." He interrupted. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he approached Carley shrunk back and gained a little distance from the group. "Yeah. It's all speculation, but we probably don't want to test it and find out. Anyways, I should go." 
 
      
 
    "Alright, remember you can come to us if you need anything." Elliott replied as he watched Carley quickly leave and disappear into the trees again. 
 
      
 
    "Any reason she's afraid of me?" George asked. "Did I do something wrong?" 
 
      
 
    Brooke shook her head "No, seems like she's afraid of everyone. Didn't give a reason, but I can only assume something happened in the past. We used to be the same way, she'll be fine once she learns she can trust everyone. Just give it time." 
 
      
 
    George nodded. He spotted that Fate was now awake and gestured for her to come over. Once Fate joined them and grabbed some food she sat down on a nearby stone and waited to find out what he had to say. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, now this is just my opinion but the four of us seem to be the most competent people here. You two can fight and you have survival skills, I can fight, and Fate seems to be the brains here. So we need to figure out what the next step should be. They clearly aint coming to get us out of this game, we are going to need water and more food, and preferably to find somewhere to camp where we are not lying in snow." George started. 
 
      
 
    "Sophie seems to be a pretty good shot with the bow." Brooke pointed out. 
 
      
 
    George nodded "I agree, but her decision making skills were subpar, based on what everyone said happened in that fight. She knew she needed the bow to help you guys immediately, which shows good problem solving, but where she failed was waiting so long to get it. If I remember the stories correctly, you had to go get it for her Brooke. Right?" 
 
      
 
    Brooke nodded "Yes, but that wasn't her fault. Snipes wasn't letting her have it." 
 
      
 
    George shook his head "I agree, it is Snipes's fault. But she should have just smacked the kid and taken the bow. If she had done that you and maybe even Jake would not be injured right now. It was you, Brooke, who had the intelligence to know that Snipes needed to be taken out of the picture to win the fight. She failed to realize that, and because she dropped the ball you got hurt." 
 
      
 
    "That's a really harsh way of looking at it man." Elliott shook his head. "She did her best, and did very well. We wouldn't have won without her." 
 
      
 
    George nodded "I am not arguing what she did, or her skill with the bow. She is a very good shot and was our ace to win the fight. But she fell short on her ability to make the hard choices, something the four of us can do very well. And don't get me wrong, that isn't a bad thing on her part, you honestly need to be just a little bit of a sociopath to make these difficult decisions on the spot like that. So to say that she can't says that she's a very pure and kind hearted person. But when it comes to making decisions, our best chance of survival is letting the four of us make the decisions, because we CAN make those hard choices." 
 
      
 
    Elliott and Brooke seemed to disagree, but Fate spoke up. "He's not wrong." She started "But at the same time if the only people leading our group are the people in the group that have minor sociopathic traits, that opens the door to a lot of dangerous problems. Sociopaths may be the best types of people for surviving alone and making those difficult decisions, but they are the worst types for surviving with a group. They can't hold a group together. We should move and act as a collective group, if people dislike the choices the group majority makes they can leave." She explained. 
 
      
 
    George turned to the siblings. "Thoughts?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "I think we'll have to side with Fate on that one." Brooke replied and looked to Elliott for confirmation. Elliott nodded in response. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, we will discuss plans as a group once everyone is awake then." George stood up, "Anyone know where Olivia went?" 
 
      
 
    Elliott shrugged "Nobody seems to know and everyone is asking." 
 
      
 
    "Ah, well she will probably show up eventually." George shrugged as he walked off to talk to Dexter and Ronnie. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone was awake George gathered everyone together. "Alright, there's not enough food for everyone. Four people need to not eat, and I believe Carley already volunteered to skip. Any other volunteers? Some people have already eaten, myself included." Sophia and Dexter both raised their hands to give up their meals for the others. 
 
      
 
    "Good. Olivia will be the other volunteer since she still isn't here." George handed out the food to everyone else who hadn't already eaten. "It's been decided that we will make decisions as a group, less work I have to do. So we're putting it to a vote, we know the lake is north of us and that mountains are surrounding us on all sides except south east. By now it seems clear that the devs are not coming to get us. We need food and water, so I propose we head south east and see what we can find?" 
 
      
 
    The majority of the group agreed, so with that plan in mind everyone finished eating and the group began walking through the forest. Carley and Olivia never returned, but it was assumed that at least Carley was following from a distance. After walking for about ten minutes the group stepped into a small clearing and everyone froze. 
 
      
 
    "Olivia?!" Sophia gasped out. 
 
      
 
    Olivia was lying face down on the ground, in a pool of blood. She was topless, revealing her back to everyone, and on her back something or someone had carved what looked like the outline of wings into her skin. Presumably with a knife or a sharp claw. There was clear signs of a struggle in the area, whoever or whatever had done this must have overpowered her and carved the wings into her back while she was alive. It seemed like she died from blood loss. 
 
      
 
    George walked closer to the body to examine it, then turned back to the others. "The blood is old, and the wounds are not fresh, this happened last night. Where was she last night? Who was she with?" 
 
      
 
    "She wasn't in the camp last night. But I didn't see her leave, did anyone see her leave?" Elliott asked, but nobody answered. 
 
      
 
    "Who else was missing from the camp?" George questioned. 
 
      
 
    "The only other person I noticed missing was Carley. But I don't think this is something Carley would do." Elliott answered. 
 
      
 
    "Keep an eye on Carley then." George instructed. 
 
      
 
    "That's difficult when she's never around the group. I usually don't know where she is. Do you really think it was done by one of us?" Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well watch her as best as you can. And I don't know if it was one of us, an outsider, a monster, or just what normally happens when you die in this game. But i'm going to cover all the bases." George answered. "There really isn't anything left to do here, so let's move on." 
 
      
 
    "But what about Olivia? We can't just leave her behind." Dexter questioned. 
 
      
 
    George shook his head "She's dead.I don't think she's coming back. This clearly happened last night, if there was any sort of respawn system she would have already come back to life. But she didn't. Or if she did she isn't coming back to us. If this was done by a monster, we need to get out of here." 
 
      
 
    "But what if she's trying to find us and is lost?" Dexter insisted. 
 
      
 
    "We can't afford to wait around and find out. We can't go long without a source of clean water, and we need food." George stated firmly. 
 
      
 
    Damion walked over to her body. "I will say a prayer for her safety. One that should protect her if she is alive, or protect her spirit if she is not." He offered. He bowed his head and pressed his palms together and said a quiet, quick, prayer. Praying for her safety, if she was alive, or for her spirit to ascend to become an angel if she was not. When he was finished he stepped back and rejoined the group. 
 
      
 
    "Can we go now? We shouldn't hang around we need to at least find shelter before night." George was getting a little impatient with all the wasted time. "She's gone, dead or not she is gone. We must move on." 
 
      
 
    Dexter, Ronnie, Sophia, and Jake were reluctant to move on, but begrudgingly followed George's lead with everyone else as he left and resumed heading south. 
 
      
 
    "You think she's alive? Like she respawned somewhere else or something?" Brooke asked Elliott. 
 
      
 
    Elliott shrugged "I have no idea, but I have a sinking feeling she's dead. If pain and everything else is this real, and she hasn't come back to rejoin us, I wouldn't be surprised if she really died. Then there's also what Carley said, about these possibly being our real bodies. If that's the case she's definitely dead." 
 
      
 
    "What if she got out of the game?" Sophia chimed in. 
 
      
 
    "Then I would hope it would be within her character to come get the rest of us out instead of leaving us behind. Which she did not, so I must assume she didn't escape the game." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    Sophia nodded "True, if I got out I would have immediately gotten everyone else out. Didn't think of that, so she's still trapped in the game. Probably. How do you think she died?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know, there really isn't any evidence to point towards any real answer to that yet." Elliott shrugged. Brooke nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    "You think George was behind it? He seemed to be in a hurry to leave." Sophia whispered. 
 
      
 
    Elliott shook his head "If he did it, why would he lead us past the body? I doubt whoever did it would want us to know what happened. If anyone did it. Those wing-like cuts on her back could just be what happens when you die. I doubt it, and suspect it was a human who did that to her, but it's possible." 
 
      
 
    "I think Carley did it." Snipes butted in. "She's always hiding and being sneaky, it's obvious." 
 
      
 
    Brooke shook her head "I don't think Carley could do it, she's pretty small and fragile. Olivia probably would have overpowered her. If it was one of us, it would have to be one of the guys. Or Chloe, she was a firefighter so she probably would have the strength to overpower someone." 
 
      
 
    "But what if Carley secretly was an assassin? She is pretty agile for a normal person. OR what if she had some special power? She's obviously hiding something." Snipes insisted. 
 
      
 
    "I'm more concerned about Matthew." Jake spoke up as he limped along beside them. 
 
      
 
    "Why Matthew? He hasn't even said anything." Sophia questioned. 
 
      
 
    "That's exactly why. He doesn't talk much, he doesn't get involved much, he doesn't do much. He just lurks in the background. That sounds like a serial killer to me." Jake pointed out. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the group Damion walked over to the sub-group of Chloe, Dexter and Ronnie. "You okay Chloe? You look sick." 
 
      
 
    Chloe nodded "Thanks for the concern Damion, but I'm alright. I've seen a lot of things working as a firefighter for all those years, but that… I'm sure that was one of us, and knowing someone that sadistic is within our group is… Beyond scary. I feel sick." 
 
      
 
    Damion nodded "I agree, but do not worry I am praying for our safety. God will protect us. Dexter what about you? You seem especially upset. It's like this really hit home for you, did you know her? Or have you lost someone you love before?" 
 
      
 
    Dexter nodded "I didn't know her, but I just lost my mother two years ago to cancer. I still haven't gotten over that I guess. It's just, I guess I'm a bit soft. I'll be fine." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry for your loss. When we get to the next campsite I will work with you to help you speak with her, I can give you a chance to say goodbye and see that she's better now. I do this for a lot of people and it makes them feel better." Damion replied. 
 
      
 
    Dexter smiled and nodded "Thank you Damion, I think that might help." 
 
      
 
    Ronnie butted in to speak "Yo Dexter, you seem smart, who do you think did this?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know. George maybe? He's a bit weird, pushy, and seems antsy to get out of here." 
 
      
 
    "What about Carley?" Evelyn joined the conversation. "She's never here and Elliott said she went missing last night." 
 
      
 
    "But she brought us food, doesn't that prove she's good?" Dexter argued. 
 
      
 
    "Could be just trying to gain our trust. Or what if one of the eggs were poisoned and that's how she'll pick her next target? What if, tonight, one person passes out from the poison and that's the next target." Evelyn countered. 
 
      
 
    "Shit, didn't think of that. Glad I didn't eat." Dexter thought out loud. 
 
      
 
    "Matthew is my suspect." Chloe stepped back into the conversation. "He's being too quiet, and isn't really participating with the group." 
 
      
 
    "Well." Matthew spoke up, he had moved right behind Chloe as she spoke "I'm in my thirties. You and Jake seem to be the only people around my age. It's weird hanging around with a bunch of kids. I'm usually much more social." 
 
      
 
    "Hey, most of us aren't kids we're in our twenties." Ronnie countered. "Snipes, Elliott, and Brook are the teens here." 
 
      
 
    "Just because you're over eighteen doesn't mean you're an adult. You're still a kid to me." Matthew shrugged. 
 
      
 
    Chloe sighed, "True, I hadn't thought of that. I honestly feel the same, everyone here is so young. This is all just making me really nervous." 
 
      
 
    Matthew handed Chloe a cigarette "This will calm you down." 
 
      
 
    Chloe shook her head "I don't smoke, it's unhealthy." 
 
      
 
    "Normally I'd agree. But we just got dropped into a new world, where monsters are waiting around the corner to kill us and a murderer is hidden somewhere in our group. Most of us are probably going to die, and we could die at any moment. Now's not the time to be concerned about your health." 
 
      
 
    "Good point. Thanks." Chloe took the cigarette and Matthew lit it for her. 
 
      
 
    "Can I have one too?" Ronnie asked. 
 
      
 
    "No." Matthew answered. "I feel bad enough giving one to a non-smoker. Not going to give one to a kid." 
 
      
 
    "But I'm twenty one." Ronnie argued. 
 
      
 
    "Still a kid." Matthew answered as he lit his own cigarette and put the pack away. "I know, it makes me a hypocrite, but don't follow my example. Take care of yourself. You might survive this, us older folks probably won't. We're not in as good shape as we used to be." He stopped and moved a hand up to shield his eyes from the sun as they stepped out of the forest and into a big, open, grassy field. The field had hills and tall grass as far as the eye could see. They could also see various monsters roaming the field in the distance, all of them going somewhere or doing something, seemingly with a purpose. They didn't appear to be acting like AI from a game, but instead looked like real creatures living their own lives. 
 
      
 
    Almost immediately after they stepped out of the forest a group of three little green creatures spotted them. These creatures carried empty bags over their shoulders, they stood at varying heights between five feet and five and a half feet tall, they looked dirty and wore barely any clothing. The three of them carried crude clubs, and as soon as the goblins spotted the humans they sprinted after them. 
 
      
 
    "Incoming! Sophia!" George called out. 
 
      
 
    "On it!" Sophia grabbed her bow and took a shot at the incoming goblins. She shot the first one in the head killing it on the spot, but the other two continued the charge. 
 
      
 
    "Brooke, Jake, and Sophia, fall back and keep your distance. Elliott and Snipes, guard them. Fate, Matthew, Damion, you three are with me! Everyone else tackle the other one!" George ordered as he moved in on the goblin on the left. 
 
      
 
    Fate, Matthew, and Damion followed George's orders. They moved in on the goblin as a group and without needing to be asked they quickly surrounded it. Forcing the goblin to stop its charge and take a more defensive stance. Nobody attacked immediately, they waited for everyone to surround the goblin first. 
 
      
 
    Carley jumped down from the treeline, and ran to join Dexter's group since George's group looked like they didn't need help. But Carley was far away and would take a few seconds to reach them. 
 
      
 
    That left Evelyn, Dexter, Ronnie, and Chloe to face the other goblin. Ronnie and Chloe ran side by side at the goblin from the front while Dexter and Evelyn tried to keep up, but they were falling a little behind. As they moved in Ronnie pulled out a small knife that had been concealed behind his shirt from his belt. Ronnie moved around the side of the goblin while Chloe charged it head on. 
 
      
 
    The goblin took a swing at Chloe with its club, forcing her to back off and get out of the way. As it swung at her, Ronnie moved in on its side and quickly tried to stab the goblin in the neck. But the goblin knew he was there. The goblin's free hand shot up and grabbed Ronnie's wrist stopping all momentum from the man's attack. 
 
      
 
    The goblin let out a growl of irritation and with one quick twist of its wrist it snapped Ronnie's arm like a twig. Ronnie screamed out in pain, and in an instant the goblin flung him by his arm at Carley, who it perceived to be a bigger threat due to Carley moving faster than the others. With the goblin's superhuman strength it effortlessly threw the young man over thirty feet. Carley dove to the ground to narrowly evade being struck, and Ronnie slammed into a tree behind Carley. Ronnie's motionless body fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    "Ron!" Dexter shouted. Everyone else froze for a moment in shock. 
 
      
 
    Carley got back up and turned to look back at Ronnie's body. The body was twisted and mangled, and was bleeding severely now. He was dead, there was no way someone could have survived that. Carley's face went pale and they looked very sick after seeing that, but turned and resumed running towards the goblin. More determined now than ever to stop it from grabbing someone else. This was just too real. 
 
      
 
    The goblin rushed past Chloe at Dexter and Evelyn, targeting what it saw as the weakest targets first. After what everyone had just seen Evelyn and Dexter began running away from the goblin and Chloe was keeping her distance, unsure of what to do now. 
 
      
 
    The goblin suddenly ducked as an arrow flew right over its head. It growled and turned to Sophia, who was in the back with Elliott and Snipes protecting her while Brooke and Jake tried to stay out of the way. The goblin growled at her and ran after Sophia. 
 
      
 
    But Carley was quick to run in between the goblin and Sophia, blocking the goblin's path. The goblin tried to move left to go around Carley and rush at the archer, but Carley moved left and stayed in its way. It then tried to move right, but Carley moved right and continued mirroring the goblin's movements, not letting it get any closer. 
 
      
 
    Out of frustration the goblin swung its club at Carley, who swiftly ducked under the attack and punched the goblin as hard as they could in the stomach. The goblin didn't even flinch. Carley was too skinny and fragile, they couldn't pack enough of a punch to harm the creature. The goblin quickly went to grab Carley with its free hand, but with Carley being agile and shorter than even the goblin they were easily able to slip under the creature's legs, and punched the goblin as hard as they could in the back of the head. It still wasn't enough, the goblin stumbled but wasn't harmed by the attack. 
 
      
 
    With Carley no longer in front of the goblin, it saw an opening and ran for Sophia. But before it could take more than a single step Carley jumped and threw their entire body weight at its back, tackling it to the ground. Carley quickly got back up and moved out of the goblin's reach just in time to avoid being grabbed. The goblin was fuming, it sprung to its feet and spun around as it began wildly swinging at Carley, as quickly and as many times as it could. Trying everything it could to hit or grab them. 
 
      
 
    "Carley, get back before it gets you!" Elliott called out. 
 
      
 
    But Carley didn't move away from the creature and instead kept narrowly evading and avoiding the attacks, staying within the creature's reach. Carley didn't bother trying to hit the goblin again, they knew it was pointless, but Carley was purposely staying close to it to distract the goblin, to ensure it didn't attack anyone else. 
 
      
 
    Sophia was trying to shoot the goblin, but with Carley so close to it she couldn't get a clear shot without risking hitting Carley too. 
 
      
 
    "Guys, we need to help her." Chloe called out to Dexter and Evelyn. 
 
      
 
    But after what the two of them just saw, neither of them were moving in to help. They both kept their distance. 
 
      
 
    "Guys?" Chloe questioned, but when she realized they weren't going to help she sighed and ran over to help Carley herself. As she got close enough to assist she hesitated, Carley was circling around the goblin so quickly and the two of them were moving nearly nonstop as the goblin attacked and Carley evaded. She was having a hard time finding an opening to get in and assist without either getting in Carley's way or getting grabbed by the goblin herself. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the battlefield, the other goblin quickly found itself surrounded. It couldn't keep all four of them in its line of sight, there was always one person directly behind it. 
 
      
 
    Fate picked up a few stones from the ground, and began throwing the stones at the goblin's head. The first stone struck it in the back of the head. The goblin spun around to growl at Fate but as soon as it turned around a second stone struck it right in the eye. 
 
      
 
    The goblin shouted in anger, and suddenly it heard someone moving in behind it so it spun around to swing at its attacker. But George expected that, as soon as the goblin spun around he backed off to get out of the way of its attack. 
 
      
 
    But while the goblin was attacking George, it was struck in the back of the head with another rock. It immediately spun back around to face Fate, and spotted Matthew attacking out of the corner of its eye. At the last possible second the goblin ducked to evade Matthew's punch. It tried to punch Matthew back but the big man was quick to step back and get out of the way. 
 
      
 
    The goblin had to do something, it charged at Matthew but as it ran Matthew backed up and everyone else closed in on the creature. It had to stop and take another swing at George to get him to back off. But the moment it took a swing at George it was roundhouse kicked in the back of the head by Fate and knocked to the ground. 
 
      
 
    It couldn't fight like this. With the four of them surrounding it any time it attacked it would be attacked by someone else, and they could attack it freely. The goblin hit the ground, trying to think of a plan. But before it could come up with something Damion moved in and stomped his heel down on its throat. The goblin dropped its club and clutched its throat as it started to choke, and Damion stomped its throat twice more for good measure before he quickly backed away. The goblin couldn't breathe, and within a few seconds it died. 
 
      
 
    George looked back at the other group to see how they were doing, and sighed when he realized they were not doing well at all. Carley was still standing as close to the creature as they could while dodging the goblin's attacks. And Chloe was trying to assist, but every time she got near the goblin it took a swipe at her and forced her to back off. To make matters worse, George noticed Carley was slowing down, exhaustion was setting in. 
 
      
 
    Elliott turned to Sophia "Can you make the shot?" 
 
      
 
    "Not with Carley there, I'm a good shot but I'm not that good, I don't want to risk shooting her." Sophia answered, but kept her arrow notched and the bow at the ready. She was prepared to shoot as soon as Carley was out of the line of fire. But Carley was too focused on the goblin to see that she was waiting. 
 
      
 
    "Carley! Back off!" Elliott shouted. 
 
      
 
    "I can't! It'll go after you guys!" Carley breathlessly shouted back. 
 
      
 
    "Trust me! We got this!" Elliott shouted back, but as soon as the words left his mouth he spotted Snipes running straight at the goblin. "Snipes get back!" 
 
      
 
    Carley started to back away from the goblin, but panicked as soon as Elliott mentioned Snipes, the boy was going to get killed if he joined this fight. "Snipes get back!" 
 
      
 
    But Snipes didn't back off, he ran up behind the goblin with Ronnie's knife in hand. The goblin heard him running in and as soon as Snipes was within striking range it spun around to swing at him. Snipes thought he was being sneaky by attacking from behind, he wasn't ready to dodge and was caught off guard when the goblin's club came swinging for his head. 
 
      
 
    But before the goblin could strike him, Carley jumped and slammed their body into the goblin again, shoving the creature. The goblin stumbled and missed Snipes, but immediately backhanded Carley. The blow might have been a weak, grazing smack across the ribs with the goblin's bare hand, but with the goblin's superhuman strength the blow was accompanied by a loud crack. Carley was thrown a few feet backwards and was sent skidding across the ground, and began coughing and choking. 
 
      
 
    While the goblin was distracted Snipes stabbed his knife into the side of its neck, causing it to scream out in pain. 
 
      
 
    Chloe saw her chance, she shoved the goblin while it was stunned. She was much stronger than Carley, and knocked it to the ground. As it fell Chloe grabbed Snipes and dragged him away from the creature. 
 
      
 
    The goblin shakily started standing back up, but before it could get up it was shot in the head with another arrow. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the goblin collapsed Brooke and Elliott exchanged a look, and Elliott knew immediately what Brooke wanted him to do. He ran after Carley. As he ran past Snipes he gave a quick "Nice work, but be more careful." 
 
      
 
    Carley was still coughing uncontrollably when Elliott arrived, and each cough was making Carley cringe in pain. "I'm okay." They coughed out, but Elliott immediately noticed that Carley had coughed up a little blood. Carley started trying to stand up. 
 
      
 
    "You're hurt, let me help you walk back." Elliott offered as he reached out to grab Carley's shoulder. But Carley immediately backed off and almost fell over trying to move out of Elliott's reach. 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine." Carley insisted, they were slowly getting their coughing under control. 
 
      
 
    "Carley, you're going to make it worse. If you have a broken rib, which it looks like, you can't be walking around without help." Elliott insisted. 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine. Please don't touch me." Carley insisted. They took a deep breath "See? No more coughing, I'm fine." They added before wiping the blood from their lips. 
 
      
 
    Elliott was going to argue, but he heard another goblin shouting something nearby. He looked over at the hill not far from them, it sounded like whatever it was it was on the other side of that hill. "Guys, I think there's more." 
 
      
 
    "Of course." George sighed. "Group up, move to the top of the hill." 
 
      
 
    "What about Ronnie?" Dexter questioned. 
 
      
 
    "He's dead. Move on." George firmly stated as he lead the group up to the top of the hill. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, George." Snipes spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "Not now kid." George brushed him off. 
 
      
 
    "It's important." Snipes insisted, and George stopped. Snipes held up his knife "This was Ronnie's knife. I took it from his body. But I also checked his back to see if he had the same wing markings as Olivia. He didn't. That is not a part of the game. Someone did that to her." 
 
      
 
    George's impatient scowl softened a little when he realized that Snipes actually had useful information. "Thank you, that's very resourceful of you. And helpful. But stay back for this fight, you're not ready. Carley was hurt because of your mistake. That's twice you've gotten someone hurt." 
 
      
 
    Snipes sighed and lowered his head, then walked back over to Brooke and Jake. 
 
      
 
    George lead the group to the top of the hill and they spotted three more goblins on the other side. There was one man down there who looked to be in his late twenties, carrying what looked like a tree branch sharpened into a spear. The goblins had him surrounded, and he stood in the middle, ready for their attack. 
 
      
 
    He stood at 5'9" tall with a muscular and lean body, and wore a black tank-top and faded gray jeans with a pair of black combat boots. He was in the middle of taking off his black military-style jacket. He was pale skinned with short, dark brown, almost black hair, shaved close on the sides and left longer and relatively unkempt on top. He dropped his jacket in the grass and prepared for the goblins to attack. 
 
      
 
    The goblins had the advantage, three on one and he was surrounded. "We've got to help him." Fate stated. 
 
      
 
    George shook his head "We don't have to do anything. We just lost someone fighting goblins, we should get out of here before we have to fight those goblins too. He's not our responsibility." 
 
      
 
    "No way. We can't leave someone to die." Fate argued. 
 
      
 
    "I'm with Fate on this one." Matthew added. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, same" Brooke and Elliott added. And Sophia nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    Jake didn't add his input, he was too badly injured to fight so he didn't feel like he should have a say. But he felt like they should help. 
 
      
 
    However, while everyone was arguing with George, Carley had already stumbled halfway there. 
 
      
 
    On the battlefield the three goblins charged at the man, coming at him from three different directions so he couldn't stop them all. The man took a quick glance at them, then charged the one directly in front of himself. The two goblins flanking him moved in on his sides while the one he was charging backed up. Then, in a flash, the man pulled out a knife he had concealed in the front of his pants and threw it at the goblin in front of him. The knife struck the goblin in the forehead and the goblin was killed on the spot. 
 
      
 
    The goblin on his left swung a large plank of wood at him as if it were a club, but the man quickly stepped back and evaded the attack. As the goblin on his right swung a club at him he moved to block the attack with his branch-spear, but with the goblin's superhuman strength the spear shattered on impact. Splinters of wood struck the man in the face leaving small cuts behind, and he ducked just barely in time to avoid being struck with the club. As he ducked he slammed his broken stick into the goblin's knee. 
 
      
 
    The man rolled backwards to avoid getting smashed by the goblin on his left, putting some distance between them. The two goblins rushed at him again, and he charged right back at them. They were not accustomed to people charging them head-on like that. The elves they always fought typically kept their distance. Did this guy have some magic? Or superhuman strength of his own? Or some other power? They didn't know, but why else would he charge them? They cautiously took a defensive stance. 
 
      
 
    The man ran straight at the goblin on the left, and seeing an opening the goblin on the right began moving in to attack. The man shouted loudly and went to swing at the goblin on the left, but then suddenly he stopped his attack and spun around to punch the goblin on the right in the face. The left goblin had jumped backwards to evade his attack, and the goblin on the right was knocked to the ground because it didn't see that coming. The man immediately stabbed the jagged, broken part of his branch down into the fallen goblin's eye. 
 
      
 
    The last goblin swung its plank for his head again but the man ducked underneath the swing, and as he ducked he grabbed the dead goblin's club. The goblin tried to grab the man, but the man evaded it's grasp and moved in closer to the creature. The goblin quickly tried to back up and gain some space so it could attack with the club again, but as soon as it took a step backwards the man took two steps forward and screamed in the goblin's face. He scared the goblin and made it stumble, and as it stumbled he punched it in the throat and knocked the creature to the ground. Before the goblin could move, the man slammed the club down onto its head, twice, and killed it. 
 
      
 
    He inspected the club for a moment, before tossing it aside and going to retrieve his knife and his broken branch-spear from the goblin's head. 
 
      
 
    The group on the hill watched the fight with a shocked expression on their faces. "We need that guy in our group." Elliott stated. 
 
      
 
    "We are fine without him. But yes, it would be extremely helpful to have him here." George replied. 
 
      
 
    "Brooke, you want to go talk him into coming with us?" Elliott asked. 
 
      
 
    "Sure." Brooke replied as she quickly began limping over to him. 
 
      
 
    George turned to Dexter and Evelyn "If you two want to pay your respects to Ronnie, now's the time to do it. We are moving on as soon as we finish talking to this guy." 
 
      
 
    The two of them were not happy with how little he seemed to care about Ronnie's death. But then again, nobody here really knew Ronnie aside from those who spent time talking with him. But the two of them said nothing and walked back over to the body. 
 
      
 
    Chloe walked up to Dexter and Evelyn, and was not going to keep quiet. "What is wrong with you two?" She scolded. "Carley needed our help, and you two just sat back and watched." 
 
      
 
    "I don't trust her." Dexter pointed back into the forest. "How do we know she's not the killer? I'm not sticking my neck out for someone who might kill me in my sleep." 
 
      
 
    "But she could have died." Chloe argued. 
 
      
 
    "Not our problem. Probably better if she did." Evelyn shrugged. "Not like she helps much, and like Dexter said she very well might be the killer." 
 
      
 
    "And yet you're upset about George not caring about Ronnie's death? Do you not see how hypocritical that is?" Chloe argued. 
 
      
 
    "Ronnie was a good guy, we were becoming friends." Dexter countered. "Carley is a creep who is always hiding in trees, never with the group, not helping much, and overall just being weird. There's a difference." 
 
      
 
    Chloe rolled her eyes and shook her head. "I can't believe you two. Don't ask me to help you again." 
 
      
 
    "It's okay." Carley spoke up and cautiously approached to the group. "I didn't expect anyone to help. Figured everyone would run once I stepped in. So I'm happy for the help I got." 
 
      
 
    "It's not okay. I don't want them doing that again, to anybody." Chloe insisted. 
 
      
 
    "If it was someone worth risking our lives for we would have helped." Evelyn argued. 
 
      
 
    "See?" Carley pointed to Evelyn. "I'm not worth anything, don't risk yourself for me, just let me go." 
 
      
 
    "Look, I'm a firefighter. I can't just leave someone to die. And there is no excuse for anyone who would." Chloe shot a glare to Evelyn and Dexter. 
 
      
 
    Carley shook their head. "I won't survive this. I just won't. By saving me you're just delaying the inevitable." 
 
      
 
    "You don't know that." Chloe insisted. "You probably will survive if we protect each other." 
 
      
 
    "I do know that. I know I won't survive." Carley sighed. "And don't get me wrong, it means a lot that you care and did save me, I really appreciate it. But don't endanger yourself for my sake. I'm just a pawn on the board, I'm not worth anything. I'm just hoping that when I die, I die doing something useful for the group. That's all I want." Carley didn't wait for an answer before leaving to be alone again. 
 
      
 
    The man went to pick up his coat and dusted it off, then started looking around for anything of use on the goblin's bodies, but found nothing. The clubs were too poorly made, heavy, and unwieldy to bother with. 
 
      
 
    Brooke quickly caught up with the man. Now that she was closer she noticed he was wearing a steel wolf pendant. "Hey there" She greeted. "My name is Brooke, I was just traveling through the area and you seem like you really know how to fight. I'm hurt, I could use a tough guy like you to help keep me safe, what's your name?" 
 
      
 
    "Jackson." He said, as he walked past her to leave. 
 
      
 
    Brooke put on a fake smile and moved to stand in front of the man to stop him from walking away. "Awesome! Can I call you Jack?" 
 
      
 
    "No." Jackson stepped around her and continued walking away. 
 
      
 
    Brooke was shocked, that had worked on every man she met until now. She walked in front of him again and gave him the puppydog eyes. "Please, sir. Our group just lost two people today, and three of us are pretty badly injured. I'm scared and need help. We really need someone like you to protect us. Please help." 
 
      
 
    Jackson gave her an irritated look, but stopped walking. 
 
      
 
    Brooke's eyes started to water and she looked like she was about to cry. "Please, we're going to die out here. We need your help, don't leave us to die." 
 
      
 
    "Try harder." Jackson flatly remarked. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Brooke didn't know how to respond to that, men always caved when she started to cry, why wasn't this working? 
 
      
 
    Jackson just stared back at her with a half irritated, half amused expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    Brooke was at a loss for words at first. She was usually good at this, but her girly, damsel in distress act didn't seem to work on him as well as it did others, if anything it seemed to annoy him. So she opted to give a more mature, and genuine response. "Look, I'm sure you can tell just as well as we can that this isn't the game we expected, something is wrong here. Our group has a few fighters, and several people who don't know how to fight. Two people died today, they didn't come back to life like any other game, we think they are really dead. Plus three of us, myself included, are hurt. We need your help, you could save a few lives. We just need an escort to a safe location." 
 
      
 
    Jackson sighed. "Fine." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you. I'll tell everyone to leave you alone if that helps." Brooke offered. 
 
      
 
    Jackson nodded and the two of them returned to the group. 
 
      
 
    "This is Jackson everyone." Brooke introduced. "He doesn't really want to be here, so please just leave him alone and let him do his thing. He's only here to protect us because I asked." 
 
      
 
    A few people in the group said hello, and Jackson nodded in response as he walked through the group, sharpening his broken branch with his knife. As he walked past he made eye contact with Matthew, who was in the back smoking again. Once Matthew saw Jackson he silently offered him a cigarette. 
 
      
 
    "No thanks, but feel free to hit me up if you ever find whiskey." Jackson said. 
 
      
 
    Matthew laughed lightly and nodded "Will do. I could go for some myself." 
 
      
 
    Once they were ready to move on they headed south east. Carley followed from a distance, and Jackson lagged behind the group a little bit. They were lucky and managed to avoid the monsters that were wandering around. Dexter, Damion, and Evelyn walked close together and talked as they walked. George, Matthew, Chloe, and Fate walked in a small group. Then Brooke, Elliott, Sophia, Jake, and Snipes had their own mini-group within the group. After a few hours of walking they spotted what looked like a modern day city ahead of them. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    They rushed to the city as quickly as they could, only to find that it was abandoned. It seemingly had been abandoned for a long time. A few people recognized it as Oline city, a city from the real world and the location of one of the beta testing sites. However, upon entering the city they found that it wasn't completely abandoned, many goblins were wandering the streets in small groups. 
 
      
 
    The sun was setting, so the group took shelter in the first building they found. 
 
      
 
    "There's no running water." Fate said as she messed with the sink. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing in the fridge either." Snipes sighed. 
 
      
 
    "Well there doesn't seem to be any power, so if anything was in the fridge it'd be bad anyways." Jake pointed out as he laid down on a couch to rest. His wounds were starting to bleed through the rags of the hoodie Carley had wrapped them in. 
 
      
 
    "Looks like someone ransacked the place already." George sighed. "Everyone, it's a big apartment complex. Split up and make sure this place is empty. Search the apartments for supplies while you do that. Matthew, Jackson, and I are going to barricade the doors and windows down here. 
 
      
 
    Jackson glared at George, but went to move a few heavy things in front of the door. 
 
      
 
    Everyone else split up to go search the apartment complex. They would all return later that night, the building was clear and safe. Elliott had found an aluminum baseball bat, but no other valuables were found. Oddly enough all the silverware was missing so everyone who went to search the kitchen for knives came back empty handed. 
 
      
 
    Everyone regrouped in the main room that night, some people dragged down mattresses to sleep on, but everyone decided it was best to sleep in the same room to make it harder for the killer to get anybody. Everyone except Jackson, Carley, and Dexter. The three of them did not return to the main room to sleep that night. 
 
      
 
    George had first watch and noticed that the three of them were nowhere to be found. When his shift was over and Fate stepped up for second watch he left to go look for the three missing people. He returned near the end of Fate's watch. 
 
      
 
    "Find them?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    George shook his head. "Couldn't find any of them. But I didn't check outside the building. I don't know where they went." 
 
      
 
    Fate nodded "Well, you tried. Goodnight." 
 
      
 
    "Night." George added, before going to bed. 
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    - Chapter 3: Fractured Trust - 
 
      
 
    Brooke woke up early in the morning to the smell of smoke and maple syrup. She curiously got up and followed the scent through the apartment complex until she found Carley in the kitchen. Carley had lit a fire in the kitchen sink, and was holding a frying pan over the flames, while also trying to fan the smoke out an open window. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Carley heard Brooke enter the room they spun around and took a step back, then relaxed a little once they spotted Brooke. "The stove didn't work." 
 
      
 
    "What are you doing? And where were you last night? Elliott said you were gone for his watch and Fate's." Brooke walked into the room, spotting a carton of milk and other ingredients on the counter. But that wasn't all she noticed, Carley didn't look very good. Carley was a little bruised up, had bags under their eyes, and their clothes were a little torn up and dirty. It looked like Carley had been in some sort of a fight or struggle last night. 
 
      
 
    "Um, I'm making pancakes?" Carley's demeanor appeared weak and vulnerable, as usual, but it seemed worse today. 
 
      
 
    "You really don't look good Carley, where were you last night? You can't avoid that question. You look like you didn't sleep, and you're more banged up then you were yesterday. Plus you must have gotten those ingredients from somewhere, they weren't in this house. Where were you?" Brooke walked closer but was being careful not to get too close, she was well aware that Carley preferred keeping people at a distance. 
 
      
 
    Carley lowered their head in a submissive manner and quietly mumbled. "I went out scouting the city. It isn't safe here, the green creatures are everywhere. Not only that but I saw some giant bugs, spiders and wasps, and worst of all I think I spotted a dragon's head peek up above the rooftops for a moment." 
 
      
 
    "Why would you do that? That goblin broke your ribs, you are so lucky that it didn't puncture a lung, you can't be running around the city as if you're unharmed. Are you trying to get yourself killed? Because that's a very quick way to do it." Brooke scolded. 
 
      
 
    Carley turned away from Brooke and focused on the pancakes. "Of course not. I'm alive, am I not? If I truly wanted to kill myself, wouldn't it be absurdly easy in this world? All I'd have to do is run at the goblins and they'd kill me in an instant. Or I could've bothered the giant bugs, or the dragon, I coulda jumped off one of the rooftops I ran across. Heck, if I really wanted to do it I could've just used this." Carley shrugged and lifted the side of their shirt just enough to show that they had a dagger tucked into the side of their pants. 
 
      
 
    Brooke was a little unsettled by what Carley was saying, but her eyes were drawn to the dagger. "Where did you get that?" Brooke questioned. She heard someone move and spotted Elliott walking towards them. She held up a hand to signal to him to stop and wait outside the room. 
 
      
 
    "I found it." Carley answered simply, but then noticed that the answer was not satisfactory for Brooke. "I found it last night, it isn't like I had that thing this whole time. I never used it, and don't know if I could." Carley saw that Brooke had a cautious and questioning look on her face. Carley hesitated and pulled the dagger out, then held it by the blade and handed it to Brooke. "I know, I am a suspect for Olivia's death. That's why I told you about the dagger, didn't want to hide it and become more suspect. I honestly found it last night." 
 
      
 
    Brooke thought about it for a moment, then took the dagger. "You seriously need to get some sleep tonight. You're only making yourself more suspect by being alone all night. I'm going to have to ask you to stay with the group tonight. Or at least stay with me and Elliott" 
 
      
 
    "I can't. You don't understand." Carley paused and thought about those words for a brief moment. "Well, maybe you do understand. I'm not stupid, I know the people here are not bad people, I know they wouldn't do anything to me. But I'm not ready, I'm not okay yet, and if something did happen again it would kill me." Carley sighed. "I'm not mentally stable, I can admit that. My fear of others controls me far more than it ever should. But despite knowing this my wounds are too fresh, I had only just gotten my life on a better path before getting stuck here. I have to fix myself before I can trust anyone, because in my current mental state I don't trust myself to be a good judge of character." 
 
      
 
    "You trust me, don't you?" Brooke questioned. 
 
      
 
    "... I want to." Carley answered. "Please understand. I have a long history of trusting the wrong people. And when I live all day, every day, in constant fear, I'm always blinded by that fear. So I have to stop and ask myself if I'm in the right mind to tell who is trustworthy and who isn't. When fear is all I see, and I'm not thinking clearly, I can't honestly say that I believe I have the clarity of mind to tell friend from foe. Even if probability and common sense tells me that the vast majority of you are friends, if I can't tell the difference I should just stay away." 
 
      
 
    "Well, you trust your girlfriend right? She's still out there somewhere, we'll find her eventually. You can still trust people." Brooke tried to spin a positive light on it. 
 
      
 
    Carley didn't answer. 
 
      
 
    Brooke sighed "I won't press any further, and I won't tell you to stay with us again. But please, as soon as you're ready, start staying in the camp at night. However, I will ask you two things. One, get some sleep tonight. George told me that he can tell you didn't sleep last night, or the night before. He wants you to rest, and so do I. And two, tell us where you are camping out, so we can at least watch over the area from a distance." 
 
      
 
    Carley lowered their head. "I'll think about it." 
 
      
 
    "If you don't, Elliott and I will have to go out and search for you. Which would put us in danger." Brooke insisted. 
 
      
 
    Carley frowned and took a step back. "Fine, you win." Carley took the pancakes off the fire and placed the pan on the counter. Then quickly put the fire out by throwing a few cups of dirt into the sink to smother it. Carley added the pancakes from the pan to a plate that had a few more of them, then handed it to Brooke. 
 
      
 
    Brooke took the plate and asked "You gonna eat with us?" 
 
      
 
    "No." Carley answered. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, then take yours before you go." Brooke stated as she handed the plate back, but Carley wouldn't take it. 
 
      
 
    "I already ate." Carley answered. 
 
      
 
    "I know you didn't, so just take one." Brooke insisted. 
 
      
 
    "In addition to the food and dagger, while out scavenging I also found these in a pharmacy." Carley quickly changed the subject and reached into a small backpack that was on the ground by the sink. Carley pulled out two small bottles with red liquid in them. "Don't know what they do, but they look like healing potions. If they are potions, they would help you and Jake." 
 
      
 
    "You need them more than I do." Brooke insisted. "I have a cut, the sword didn't pierce me that deeply. You broke your ribs." 
 
      
 
    "It's no big deal, I've had worse." Carley insisted as they handed Brooke the bottles, but she wouldn't take them so Carley just left them on the counter. 
 
      
 
    "Carley, a broken rib could kill you if it punctures your lung. You're lucky it hasn't done that already, any move you make could cause the fragments to pierce you." Brooke frowned 
 
      
 
    "There's more important things to worry about." Carley shrugged and picked up the backpack. "Anyways, you guys have breakfast, and the potions are for you and Jake. So I'm going to slip out before anyone else wakes up. There's more scavenging to do. I'll be nearby if my help is needed." 
 
      
 
    "Hey no! You still didn't take any food, or the potion." Brooke spoke up quickly and moved to block the door, but Carley went for the open window. Brooke moved quick to try and grab Carley, but in the time it took her to put the plate of pancakes down and cross the room Carley was already out the window. Brooke sighed and shook her head "How does she move so quickly with broken ribs?" 
 
      
 
    "Who?" Fate asked as she and George walked into the room. 
 
      
 
    "Carley made us pancakes, then left without eating again. She also found those," Brooke gestured to the small glass bottles on the counter. "They might be healing potions." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, next time you see her tell her I said thanks." George said as he grabbed two pancakes with his bare hands and started eating them. He paused when he noticed everyone staring at him. "What? It's not like we are at a formal dinner, pancakes can be finger food." He mumbled with his mouth full. 
 
      
 
    "Anyways." Fate sighed and shook her head. "Anyone have any further information on the killer?" 
 
      
 
    "Do we still think there is a killer within the group?" George asked. "Nobody is dead." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know, but it's better to assume there is one and be safe then to assume it was a freak coincidence and throw caution to the wind." Fate shrugged. "But Carley, Jackson, and Dexter were gone all night, and you, George, left for a short duration last night as well, despite everyone but Jackson knowing we wanted to keep everyone at the camp for safety purposes. George is still here, so he's fine, and I assume Jackson is camping nearby. Which leads me to ask why Dexter isn't here, he doesn't have a reason to not be here." 
 
      
 
    "You thinking Dexter is the killer?" George asked. 
 
      
 
    "Of course not! If there's a killer in the group, they would be someone who is either here, or someone who has an excuse to not be here. The moment they disappear without a reason is the moment they become a suspect, no smart killer would do that. Basically, Olivia died yesterday and Dexter is missing today, so we should make sure any information we have on suspects is shared with people we can trust. If you are holding vital information that you didn't share, and you die we will never get that information. It's possible Dexter may have been the next victim. We have no leads or proof yet, but better safe than sorry." Fate leaned back against the wall and brushed her long hair out of her face. "I trust you two, any new information?" 
 
      
 
    Brooke hesitated, "Well, I don't think it was her but Carley looked extremely tired, and she had this on her." Brooke spoke up and showed Fate the dagger. "She said she was out scavenging last night and found it, as well as food and these two bottles." She gestured to the two small glass bottles with the red liquid. 
 
      
 
    "That's suspicious." Fate thought out loud. 
 
      
 
    "But Carley is so weak and fragile, do you really think she could actually kill people?" George pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "No, at first I didn't think Carley was capable of overpowering anyone." Fate started. "But I'm wondering if it's all an act. Did you notice? George, Matthew, and I are probably our best fighters, and she's just as good as we are. Not counting that Jackson guy, he's in a different league altogether. But Carley went toe to toe with the goblin and would have walked away unscratched if it wasn't for Snipes. Carley also went toe to toe with the lizardman, and walked away unscratched. Now Brooke is telling me Carley went out into the city, alone? Did you look out the windows yet? The city is crawling with goblins, you can't go very far out there without running into them. That means she was out there fighting them by herself, and she came back unscratched again. Plus she just left in a hurry, right? She wanted to get out so badly she went out the window, who does that? Carley's not the weak and fragile girl we think she is." 
 
      
 
    "So you think Carley is the killer?" Brooke questioned unsurely. 
 
      
 
    "No. We don't have enough proof." Fate replied. "And it looks like she genuinely cares about people, so unless she's a really good actor or a sociopath that would contradict her being the killer. Just adding her to the list of suspects." She walked over to the glass bottles and picked one up to inspect it. 
 
      
 
    "So who are your suspects?" George asked. 
 
      
 
    Elliott slipped into the room and sat on the counter beside Brooke, he just quietly listened and took in everything being said. 
 
      
 
    "Brooke, these might be potions. They could also be poison Carley left for us. Do you want to take the risk and test one? You're wounded, so if it's a potion it will heal you." Fate handed Brooke one bottle and ignored George's question for now. 
 
      
 
    Elliott looked like he was about to protest, and Brooke hesitated. 
 
      
 
    In her moment of hesitation someone took the bottle from Brooke's hand. "I'll test it." Jake spoke up. "I'm wounded too, and my wounds will probably get me killed anyways. So if it's poison, I'll find out." He suggested, then before anyone could stop him he drank the strange red liquid. 
 
      
 
    Fate nodded "Thanks." She said, then she turned to George. "My suspect list? Evelyn is at the top right now. I noticed one of the sleeves to her dress seemed a little heavier than the other. I've worked in a casino long enough to tell when someone's hiding something in their clothes. I checked her last night while she was asleep, she's concealing a small pocket knife in the sleeve of her dress and hasn't told anyone. Aside from her, Jackson is a suspect. He came out of the forest, which means it could have been him that got Olivia. First impressions of him make him seem kinda scary, and more than capable of killing people. Plus he's not around at night. Carley is a suspect, for the reasons I mentioned before. And you, George, are also a suspect." 
 
      
 
    "Why me? You just said you trusted me." George asked. 
 
      
 
    "You disappeared last night, and are in a position of power within the group, plus it was you who formed the group in the first place. If I were a serial killer, that's how I would do it. I'd make a group, put myself as the leader, and pick them off one by one while pretending to lead the hunt for the killer. Although I didn't suspect you until you left last night." Fate answered. "And I do trust you, for now. My suspicion of you is very anecdotal, aside from last night you haven't done anything to raise any flags like the others did. I'm just keeping an eye on you." 
 
      
 
    "Uh guys?" Jake interrupted. When everyone turned to him they saw that he was struggling to stand. 
 
      
 
    George quickly walked over to hold him up. "Are you okay?" 
 
      
 
    "My entire body is going numb. I'm gonna fall, someone help me get onto the floor." Jake's voice wavered in fear. 
 
      
 
    Fate turned to Brooke "Where did Carley say she was going?" 
 
      
 
    "She said she was going to go scavenge, and that she would be nearby." Brooke replied. 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to go find her and drag her back here so we can figure out what the hell is going on." Fate growled as she turned to leave. 
 
      
 
    "Wait." George interrupted. "That's dangerous, there's goblins out there." 
 
      
 
    "We need her here so we can figure out what is going on. If she was the one who poisoned it she might have an antidote." Fate insisted as she began walking out of the room. 
 
      
 
    "Then why don't I go with you." Matthew stepped into the doorway and joined the conversation. "Safety in numbers." 
 
      
 
    Fate hesitated and thought about it for a moment. "Fine. But don't slow me down." She relented. The two of them rushed out of the room before Brooke could get a single word in. 
 
      
 
    The two of them looked out the window to make sure the street was clear before walking out the front door. As soon as they stepped outside they began looking around for any sign of where Carley went. As Fate looked up to the rooftops she noticed Jackson sitting on the roof of the next-door house, sharpening a new branch into what looked like a spear with his knife. There was smoke coming from somewhere beside him, Fate assumed he had a campfire up there. 
 
      
 
    "Jackson!" Fate called out to him, and when he turned to look down at them she continued. "Have you seen Carley in the last couple minutes?" 
 
      
 
    "Who?" Jackson asked. 
 
      
 
    "She's quite short, really long hair, purple shirt, left the house through the window. We need to find her." Fate replied. 
 
      
 
    Jackson raised his stick and pointed. "Blue house down the street." 
 
      
 
    "Dexter is also missing, since last night. Did you see him at all?" Matthew added 
 
      
 
    "Glasses, khaki pants, gaudy sweater?" Jackson asked. "He went into the same house last night." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that's him. Did anyone else go into the building with him?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    "No. The blue hair walked past later that night but didn't go in." Jackson answered. 
 
      
 
    "George? Alright, thanks. Watch your back Jackson, something isn't right. Let's go Matthew." Fate stated before she ran towards the blue house. Her and Matthew quickly entered the house and made their way through the first floor. Nobody was there, but the house was ransacked and messy. It seemed to be a building split into apartments, with each floor being it's own apartment. 
 
      
 
    "Stairs over here." Matthew called out. When Fate came to join him she noticed that the stairs lead to both the basement and the two upper floors. 
 
      
 
    "I'll go upstairs, you check the basement?" Fate suggested. When Matthew nodded they parted ways to search the house quicker. 
 
      
 
    As Fate walked up the stairs she heard something from the third floor. Someone gasped, they sounded like they were in pain, and immediately after she heard the sound of something small and metal hitting the floor. She quickly rushed up to the third floor, shoved the door open and ran into the room. It was a kitchen. The first thing she spotted was a bloody knife on the floor nearby an open window, there was a little blood on the windowsill and the floor beside it, then she noticed an open book on the counter next to the window. 
 
      
 
    Fate cautiously stepped into the room and looked around. The door on the other side of the room was closed, she surely would have heard it if someone went through and closed it behind themselves. She picked up the knife and inspected it. The blood on the knife was fresh, this had just happened, but where were they? She briefly glanced at the window, there was no balcony attached to it just a three story plummet to the ground for anyone who went out it. 
 
      
 
    Fate slowly walked towards the center of the room, heading towards the door. Then, suddenly she heard something move behind her, near the window. She turned around to see Carley, who looked absolutely terrified, hanging from the windowsill. Carley was trying to pull themself back into the window, but their right arm was covered in blood. Carley couldn't keep a grip on the window with their bloody hand, it just kept slipping off. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell are you doing!?" Fate shouted and rushed over to help pull Carley up. 
 
      
 
    "I heard someone coming up the stairs so I hid." Carley struggled and was hesitant to accept Fate's help. 
 
      
 
    "By jumping out, and hanging from a third floor window?" Fate argued as she grabbed Carley by the arm and yanked them back into the room. "What is wrong with you?!" 
 
      
 
    Carley stopped for a moment to breathe once they were back inside the building, and quickly moved a few feet away from Fate. "You didn't find me, did you? Not until I recognized you and came out of hiding at least. It's such an absurd hiding spot nobody would think to look there." 
 
      
 
    "You could have died, are you stupid?" Fate argued. 
 
      
 
    "You could've died coming out here, yet you're here." Carley pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "That's different, I'm not hanging out of a window for no reason. I also made sure I was safe." Fate realized it was a pointless argument and dropped it. She looked at Carley's bloody arm and noticed that Carley had cut themself with the knife. A deep slash across their wrist. 
 
      
 
    Carley noticed Fate staring and shook their head. "No, no, no, not what you think. I found this book that teaches a healing spell, I wanted to practice. I was careful to cut a safe area, I know what I'm doing, I wasn't trying to-" 
 
      
 
    "A healing book?" Fate asked as she walked over to the open book on the counter. When she looked at the book, she noticed that all of the pages were blank. "Um? It's blank." 
 
      
 
    Carley seemed a little more relaxed, they moved a little closer to Fate and sat down on the windowsill, dangling their legs out of the window. "Yeah, was just sitting up here and trying to practice. The pages are not blank, there's detailed instructions on how to do it." Carley took the book and looked at a few of the blank pages. Then Carley touched the cut on their wrist and seemed to focus, but nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    "Carley, the book is blank and the wound is not healing." Fate stated. 
 
      
 
    "It's not, I swear. I just don't know how to use the spell yet. I need to practice. I just need time." Carley insisted, then paused. "Why are you here anyways?" 
 
      
 
    "To get you and bring you back to the camp, we-" Fate started 
 
      
 
    "No." Carley interrupted. "I'm not going back to the camp. Too many people." 
 
      
 
    "Carley, you're coming back with me. You-" Fate started but was interrupted again when Matthew burst into the room. 
 
      
 
    "Dexter's body is in the basement!" Matthew growled. As soon as Matthew entered the room Carley leaned a little further out the window and looked very tense. "Same as Olivia, shirtless with the same wing-shaped cuts on his back." 
 
      
 
    "What?" Fate turned to Carley. 
 
      
 
    Carley put the book down and placed a hand on the windowsill, leaning a little further out the window. "Don't look at me, it wasn't me I just got here. I didn't have time to check the basement yet." 
 
      
 
    Fate acted quickly, reaching out to grab Carley's arm and pulling Carley back into the room and off the windowsill. Carley panicked and immediately went to run for the door, but Fate didn't let go of Carley's arm. 
 
      
 
    "Let go!" Carley looked like a cornered animal as they frantically tried to pull away from Fate. But Fate wouldn't let go. In a panicked, last-ditch effort to escape Carley threw a punch at Fate's upper arm, striking a pressure point. 
 
      
 
    Fate's arm went numb and her grip loosened enough for Carley to break free of her grasp. Carley immediately sprinted for the door, but Matthew was a step ahead. Matthew wasn't fast enough to keep up, instead he grabbed two nearby kitchen chairs and threw them. The first he threw at Carley, the second he threw at the door. 
 
      
 
    Carley saw the two chairs and ducked under the first, then they immediately went to open the door but had to quickly back away from it as the second chair struck the door. It delayed Carley just enough for Fate to rush over and tackle Carley to the ground. 
 
      
 
    "Let go!" Carley had a terrified look on their face as they wildly struggled and tried to break away from Fate. Carley was visibly shaking and breathing heavily. "Let go! Let go!" 
 
      
 
    Fate kept Carley pinned as she caught her own breath and waited for the numbness in her arm to fade away. "Calm down, we're taking you back to the camp." 
 
      
 
    "NO! Let me go!" 
 
      
 
    "Carley! Calm down!" Fate shouted, but Carley was just panicking more and more. 
 
      
 
    "Um..." A new voice spoke up. 
 
      
 
    Fate looked up to see a short woman with long, light red, almost pink hair that was tied back in a ponytail. The woman was wearing armor that was primarily the same light-red color with some gold markings. She wore a chest piece, which covered her torso, shoulder-guards, hip guards, and boots, leaving her legs unarmored. Under her armor she wore brown pants and a red shirt. The woman also carried a spear. 
 
      
 
    "Are we interrupting something?" The woman asked, keeping her spear at the ready. "We saw the body in the basement, you two the ones who did that?" She said as she looked at Fate and Matthew. 
 
      
 
    "No. We have suspicion that she did it though." Matthew answered and gestured to Carley. 
 
      
 
    "It wasn't me!" Carley argued. 
 
      
 
    "Any proof?" The woman asked. 
 
      
 
    Fate nodded. "Yes and no, she was gone last night when it happened. Today, she gave us these red potion-like bottles, saying they were healing potions, which paralyzed one of our people. Then, just now, we found her here, returning to the scene of the crime, where the body is. On top of all that, she tried to run when we came to confront her." 
 
      
 
    "You didn't tell me that!" Carley argued. "And you attacked- erm, grabbed me." 
 
      
 
    "Um, the red potion bottles probably ARE healing potions." The woman stated. "And they do paralyze you while the healing is in effect. I don't really know why, but there's some science-ish reason for it. But it wears off after about five minutes, and over that time it heals your wounds." 
 
      
 
    Fate paused for a moment to think it over. "But, they could still be used as a paralysis potion by someone who was physically weaker, to incapacitate a stronger person for a short period of time. So if there was a killer hidden in a group, that would be one of the best ways to pick someone off. Nobody would suspect it." 
 
      
 
    "Well, yeah. I guess that would make sense. Most people wouldn't turn down a healing potion if they were injured, then you just kill them while they can't move." The woman shrugged. "You really think it was her though?" 
 
      
 
    "No, not now. She's still a major suspect though." Fate sighed. 
 
      
 
    Another man walked into the room, he was another big and intimidating man like Matthew but the contrast between the two of them was striking. The man was 6'5, just an inch taller than Matthew, and he had a fit, almost muscular build. While Matthew was clearly out of shape. The new man wore a fancy black shirt and black pants, which were both clean, recently ironed, and looked professional. His shirt was even tucked in. The man wore a necklace with a cross on it, he had a bible strapped to the side of his belt, and carried a heavy-looking spiked metal mace. It contrasted Matthew heavily, who also wore formal attire, but looked more like his dirty clothes were thrown together by someone who just didn't care. 
 
      
 
    "Everything alright Sarah?" The man asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, no worries. These people say they have a killer in their group and are trying to find out who it is." Sarah replied. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for the heads up." Jackson sarcastically stated as he walked into the room. 
 
      
 
    Charles jumped a little and spun around to face Jackson, he hadn't known he was being followed. He nodded in greeting to Jackson then turned back to Sarah. "Sarah, why don't we bring them along for our mission and escort them to the village? We could use a few extra hands, and they could use a few extra fighters to deal with this killer once they find them." 
 
      
 
    Sarah thought about it for a moment, then turned to Fate. "We were sent out here to scavenge for the village, the goblins here are known for hoarding shiny things. It's mostly junk, but they often have jewelry and things of that sort in their homes that we could use to trade for food and such. There's a den of them in the mall, but the two of us alone probably can't take them all out. With you guys we could loot the mall, then head back to the village together. Just... Be careful around them, they are superhumanly strong. A single blow from them can be lethal. And I'm sure you've noticed by now, you die here and you're gone for good. The goblins are really stupid though, that's how you beat them." 
 
      
 
    "How long have you been in this game?" Matthew questioned. 
 
      
 
    "A week." Sarah answered. "I wouldn't call it a game though, it's more like we were just transported into an entirely different world." 
 
      
 
    Fate paused, then nodded. "Yeah, we will help. I need to inform the rest of the group, and we aren't taking the full group into the fight with us, some of them can't fight. But those of us who can will, in exchange for an escort to the village." She noticed the irritated look on Jackson's face and quickly corrected herself. "Your participation is optional Jackson." She added. 
 
      
 
    "Yup." Jackson was watching Fate pinning a struggling Carley down. He gave Fate a disapproving look. 
 
      
 
    Sarah nodded "Sounds like a plan then. Just so you know I'll stay true to my word, the village is north east of here, through the forest. Now you know where it is, we'll escort you there once you help us." She turned to the man that had been traveling with her. "Mind going out first to make sure the road is clear Charles?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    Charles nodded "On it" He said as he walked down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    "I'll go with him. You guys got everything under control here." Matthew spoke up and followed Charles outside. 
 
      
 
    Fate went to stand up, but as soon as she moved Carley made a quick attempt to pull away and run. Fate acted quickly, grabbing Carley's arms and twisting them behind their back. In one swift move she had Carley standing in front of her with their arms pinned behind their back. "Stop trying to run! You're still a suspect, you're coming back to the camp. I've restrained people much bigger than you before Carley, knock it off." 
 
      
 
    "Let me go!" Carley continued panickedly struggling. 
 
      
 
    "You're just going to run off if I let go." Fate stated. 
 
      
 
    "Of course I am! Let go!" Carley, despite their struggles, did not have the strength to break free. Fate was much taller and stronger, she was easily overpowering Carley. 
 
      
 
    "Let go." Jackson sternly ordered. He stood up straight and walked towards the two of them, staring straight into Fate's eyes, staring her down. 
 
      
 
    Sarah quickly stepped out of the way, standing off to the side like an awkward third wheel. She decided it wasn't her place to interject with her own opinion. 
 
      
 
    "But she-" Fate started, but stopped and quickly looked away. The dead stare Jackson was giving her was very intimidating and knowing how strong of a fighter he was made it a bit scary, she had to break eye contact with him. She listened to his footsteps and heard him stop right next to her. She hesitated, but relented and let Carley go. Carley immediately moved out of Fate's reach and went to run. 
 
      
 
    "Don't." Jackson ordered in the same stern and powerful tone. 
 
      
 
    Carley froze for a moment, then slowly turned back to Jackson. Carley still looked panicked and shaky, like a cornered animal desperately trying to escape. 
 
      
 
    Jackson gave Carley the same dead-stare he had given Fate. "Calm down." 
 
      
 
    Carley also quickly broke eye contact and looked down. After a minute, Carley had relaxed slightly and hesitantly looked back up at Jackson, who still had not broken that dead stare. 
 
      
 
    "Get back to camp." Jackson ordered, and waited for a response. 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Carley answered uneasily. 
 
      
 
    Jackson turned and glanced at both Sarah and Fate, then pointed to the door with his half sharpened stick. 
 
      
 
    Fate got the message and quickly left the room with Sarah. They headed back to the apartment complex down the street. Carley remained in the room. 
 
      
 
    When Carley didn't leave Jackson turned back to Carley and pointed his stick at the door again. Carley hesitated, but grabbed the blank book and followed the others out. Jackson was the last to leave and remained behind everyone else as they walked back to the rest of the group. 
 
      
 
    As Fate walked back into the apartment complex she was relieved to see that everyone was fine. Carley, of course, immediately slipped off to hide in the back corner of the room. She noticed that Carley's movements looked more pained than before. Fate sighed and felt sorry, wondering if she had been too rough and unintentionally caused more damage to Carley's broken ribs. Brooke, Elliott, Chloe, and Sophia glanced over when they heard the door open, and gave fate a concerned look when they noticed Carley's bloody arm. 
 
      
 
    Jackson also kept his distance by remaining next to the door, watching everyone and waiting for Fate and Sarah to explain everything. 
 
      
 
    Fate scanned the room looking for Jake and her eyes first spotted Brooke. Brooke's slash wound was healed and she seemed to be doing a lot better. She was sitting off to the side with Elliott, Sophia, and Snipes. The three of them were now looking at her, expecting an explanation for the blood and the two strangers who walked in with Fate. 
 
      
 
    As Fate continued to skim the room. George was sleeping, Chloe had been doing warmup stretches, but stopped when Fate walked in. Fate eventually spotted Jake sitting with Damion. Jake's back was to her, so she could see that his wounds were healed and that he was fine now, the paralysis had ended. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, you don't get to your forties without losing someone you love at some point." Jake answered Damion's question. 
 
      
 
    Damion nodded "I lost my family when I was little. Some crook thought nobody was home and broke in to rob the house. I was only eight, I tried to hide. My parents and older brother on the other hand, they tried to fight off the crook. He shot all three of them, never found me. Sometimes I wish he did, because then I'd get to be with my family, and I wouldn't miss them so much." He paused for a moment and took a deep breath to calm his nerves. "It's what got me to pick up religion, I started talking to God and it gave me hope that I'd get to see them again in the afterlife. It's why I've dedicated my life to helping others cope with the loss of their own loved ones." 
 
      
 
    "Hey, I'm sorry to interrupt." Fate stepped in, "But Jake, how are you feeling now?" 
 
      
 
    "My wounds all healed while I was paralyzed, then the paralysis wore off after a while. Brooke drank the other one, same happened to her." Jake answered. "I'm feeling great now. Physically at least. Can't say I'm not a little depressed, but I'm sure we'll be fine." He glanced back at Sarah and Charles. "Who are they?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I'm getting to that." Fate sighed then stood on a chair and called for everyone's attention. Once everyone was quiet and looking at her she began explaining. "Alright, these two people are Sarah and, erm, Charles right?" She asked, and Sarah nodded. Fate continued her speech "They are from a village where we can meet up with other humans. They also confirmed our fears about our dead friends, death in this world is permanent. We found Dexter's body, he was killed and left with those same wing-shaped slashes on his back." 
 
      
 
    As she talked about Dexter the room noticeably became tense, everyone started to look around at who they were sitting near. They had been unsure if there was a killer in the group, but this pretty much confirmed it. 
 
      
 
    Fate gave them a moment to let that sink in, then continued "Anyways, that aside, they offered to escort us to the village if we help them gather some loot from a goblin infested mall. So I signed us up for that plan, however we are only sending our best fighters into the mall. Anyone disagree?" 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence, but nobody in the room voiced any disagreement. 
 
      
 
    "There isn't really an alternative." Elliott spoke up. "Where else would we go?" 
 
      
 
    "Alright, shall we lead the way now then? Or do you guys need to prepare?" Sarah asked 
 
      
 
    "I think we are all set and ready to go. Right?" George stood up. "But we have no weapons. A few of us have knives, but that won't do much against goblins." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, no worries I plan to arm you all. I don't have much, but we've scavenged a few things." Sarah quickly chimed in as she turned to face the front door and waved her hand, palm down, in front of herself. A see-through holographic keyboard and screen appeared in front of her. The screen had three options for her to select from. They were Player Stash, Private Messaging, and Message Boards. Sarah reached out and touched the "Player Stash" button on the screen and suddenly the front door began to glow. 
 
      
 
    "How did you do that?!" Snipes shouted out as he ran over to stare at the screen. "Is this where you log out? Where you see your quests and stats?" 
 
      
 
    Sarah sighed softly and shook her head. "It's my stash, we all have one. And no, you can't log out, we're stuck here. And this world isn't a game, there is no stats or quests here. We were just sent to another world of sorts. Or, at least, that's what the Alphas say, they are basically our leaders." 
 
      
 
    "Our leaders? Who elected them?" Jackson skeptically questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Nobody did, they just sortof took the role." Sarah shrugged. "They have been here for over two years, they are incredibly powerful and have access to some pretty crazy magic. So the people in the village feel safe with them. And it's their village in the first place, they built it for us to use, but they still built and own it. Anyways." Sarah walked through the glowing door and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Snipes immediately tried to follow Sarah through the glowing door, but when he opened it and walked through he just ended up outside. Sarah wasn't there. 
 
      
 
    "You can't enter someone else's stash without their permission, it's their personal room." Charles stated. 
 
      
 
    "We all have one, right?" Brooke asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes." Charles answered. 
 
      
 
    "So we could hide in there at night so we can all sleep safely, right?" Brooke asked. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, yes and no." Charles unsurely answered. "Your stash can only be opened in a door frame, and you can not have multiple portals on the same doorframe at the same time. Plus if anything breaks the door, you will be kicked out of your stash. This doesn't apply to the things you put in your stash, but you personally are the link between your stash and the world, so if you enter the stash something else must be used as the link. Hence, the door becomes the link and if it breaks you get forced out to maintain the link. Your stuff stays safely inside. Many of the monsters know to attack the glowing doors, so it isn't a safe place to hide." He explained. 
 
      
 
    As he spoke Sarah stumbled back out of the glowing door, carrying a handful of baseball bats, shovels, metal pipes, and a couple hammers. The door stopped glowing when she came out of it. She immediately began going around asking everyone what they wanted. 
 
      
 
    Fate, Damion, and Chloe all took shovels. George, Brooke, Evelynn, and Snipes all took the baseball bats. Matthew, Elliott, and Jake took the metal pipes. Brooke handed Carley their dagger back, so when offered a weapon Carley declined. 
 
      
 
    "I got one." Carley meekly held up the dagger. 
 
      
 
    "Snipes and I have knives too. But it's better to have something with a little extra reach." Elliott spoke up, but Carley insisted on not taking a weapon. 
 
      
 
    Jackson also turned the offer down. When offered a weapon he simply said "No thanks." and held up the stick he was carving with his knife. He was slowly shaping it into a cudgel, a slightly curved mace, with a small spike on the bottom beneath the handle. 
 
      
 
    "If nobody wants the hammers, I'll take them." Fate said. 
 
      
 
    "Sure." Sarah answered and handed the two hammers over to Fate. Sarah reopened her stash and went back in to put away the extra equipment. When she stepped back out the door stopped glowing again. 
 
      
 
    Charles stepped up once Sarah returned "Alright everyone. Goblin fighting 101. Goblins are superhumanly strong, one blow from them WILL be lethal. Do not let them hit you, and do NOT let them grab you, you will die. When fighting goblins, counterattack only. Wait for their attack, evade, never block, and strike them while they are open. Their incredible strength is matched only by their incredible stupidity, most of them will fall for this every time. For the few smarter ones who don't, team up against them. While they are attacking one person, have the other strike them in the back. Their anatomy is similar to a human's so any human weak spots also work well on goblins. Questions?" 
 
      
 
    "How many are in the mall?" Damion asked. 
 
      
 
    "It's a nest. We will be going during the day while most of them are out hunting, so I'd expect about twenty to be in there still." Charles answered. 
 
      
 
    "How do we get to the mall without being attacked by the ones on the streets?" Chloe asked. 
 
      
 
    "Very carefully. And we will no doubt need to fight a few of them on the way there. But we will hop from one house to another. We will wait inside the houses for goblin packs to pass by if we need to." Sarah answered. "It's how we get around." 
 
      
 
    "Where are we" Snipes asked. "The city looks familiar." 
 
      
 
    "Within the world of Immersion? I don't really know, a city in the middle of a big open field. I haven't seen much of the world yet. But this city was based off Oline city back in the real world, maybe you've been there before." 
 
      
 
    "I live there!" Snipes nearly shouted out "Is my home in the game?" 
 
      
 
    "This isn't a game, but yes your home probably exists within the city if you lived here." Sarah answered. 
 
      
 
    "Can we go to my house? I wanna see it." Snipes asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, we shouldn't take any detours when there's people in the group that can't fight. It's dangerous here, we want to get the non-fighters to the village as quickly as we can. We ready to go?" Sarah asked. 
 
      
 
    The group agreed to get moving so they all set out for the mall. Sarah and Charles lead the way, with George, Fate, Matthew, Chloe, and Damion right behind them. Jackson took the back, and Carley trailed even further behind everyone else. Elliott, Brooke, Sophia, Jake, and Snipes stuck together and traveled between the fighters and Jackson. Everyone was on edge, glancing over their shoulders to make sure everyone was here. 
 
      
 
    What should have been a two hour walk to the mall ended up taking over five hours. The group kept needing to duck into houses and hide from the goblins and giant spiders prowling the city. They were attacked by small groups of goblins twice, but managed to fight off the attackers without anyone getting hurt. 
 
      
 
    The day was nearly over by the time they reached the mall. The group hid in a house across the street and watched the mall through the window. There were goblins going in and out of it on occasion. 
 
      
 
    "We sure this is their nest?" Fate asked. "You'd think they would have guards posted." 
 
      
 
    Sarah shook her head "Goblins are of very low intelligence, they didn't think that far into it." She turned back to the group and looked everyone over. "Alright, who is coming in with us and who is staying?" 
 
      
 
    "We will make it simple," George interrupted. "If you can fight, walk over there. If not, walk over there." He instructed as he pointed to two separate sides of the room. 
 
      
 
    Fate remained beside George and the two of them watched everyone organize themselves. Jake and Evelyn walked over to the side for people who can't fight, while Matthew, Damion, Brooke, Elliott, and Sophia walked over to the side for people who can. 
 
      
 
    Snipes went to walk over to the fighter's side but Fate immediately stepped in and pulled him out. "No. You stay here." She sternly instructed. Snipes tried to argue, but she just dragged him to the other side and was not taking any of his excuses. 
 
      
 
    Carley also walked over to the fighter's side. But when George noticed Carley was walking very gingerly, he realized Carley's injuries were worse than they were letting on. He also noticed the new cut on their arm. George sighed and walked straight up to Carley. 
 
      
 
    Carley immediately shrunk back, making themself look as small as possible while taking a few steps away from George. 
 
      
 
    "Carley, you're not coming." George stated. 
 
      
 
    "I can help." Carley meekly insisted. 
 
      
 
    "No, not when you're hurt. You are staying here." George insisted. 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine, really, I've survived worse. I can help." Carley quietly argued. 
 
      
 
    "Carley!" George raised his voice "Stop making things difficult, you're staying here. You're not getting involved in combat until you recover." 
 
      
 
    Carley took a step back "I'm not a kid don't treat me like one, I'm twenty, I can make my own choices. And if you are letting the kids go into battle there's no reason I can't go to at least make sure they are safe." Carley stated and gestured to Brooke and Elliott. 
 
      
 
    "If you don't want to be treated like a kid then stop acting like one. Those two kids act more mature than you do. Find a chair, park your ass in it, and stay there until we get back like the other responsible adults here who shouldn't be fighting. You're only making things harder on everyone else by coming because people will need to protect you." George stated firmly, then pointed over at the group of people staying in the house. 
 
      
 
    "I-I don't need protection. I'm fine." Carley insisted, trying to stand up to George. But George was a huge, muscular guy who towered over Carley's small and frail form. Carley was struggling to argue with him, and was visibly having a hard time fighting the urge to just back down and hide. 
 
      
 
    "Get over there, or I'll carry you over there." George insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Carley." Brooke started "He's right, you need to take care of yourself. Get some rest, we'll be fine." 
 
      
 
    Eventually Carley caved and lowered their head submissively. Carley walked over to the other side of the room and quietly hid in the corner. 
 
      
 
    Fate turned to Chloe who hadn't chosen a side. "Something wrong?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know if I should go or not." Chloe answered. "I'm strong, I did well in the fight against the goblin out in the field. But I have no combat experience, I don't know if I'd help or if I'd be a burden." 
 
      
 
    "You'd never be a burden Chloe, you carry your own weight. But if you're not sure of yourself then stay back, we have enough people. Right Sarah?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    Sarah nodded "Yep, we got enough people to do this." 
 
      
 
    Chloe smiled and nodded "Alright, good luck and be safe." She said briefly before walking over to take a seat in a nearby chair. 
 
      
 
    Fate and George both turned to the last person remaining that hadn't taken a side. 
 
      
 
    Jackson looked back at them for a moment before speaking. "What about them?" Jackson stated and pointed his cudgel at the group of non-fighters. 
 
      
 
    "They are staying behind." George stated. 
 
      
 
    "We're just going to leave all of them alone and defenseless, surrounded by goblins? Forget the killer." 
 
      
 
    "Good point.." Fate thought out loud. "Alright so who do we leave behind to protect them? We should leave a couple people to ensure they are safe." 
 
      
 
    "No need." Jackson leaned back against a wall. "I got it." 
 
      
 
    "You sure?" Fate asked. But Jackson didn't answer, he just looked back at her as if she had asked a really stupid question. 
 
      
 
    Fate was slightly offended by the look he gave, but said nothing about it. "Alright then, let's go and get this over with so we can get to that village." 
 
      
 
    "Follow my lead then." Sarah spoke up and lead the group of fighters outside and across the street to the mall. 
 
      
 
    Once they left Jackson turned to the people left behind. "Everyone, upstairs." 
 
      
 
    "Why upstairs?" Chloe asked. 
 
      
 
    "Because it's safer." Jackson pointed to the staircase. 
 
      
 
    "Seems reasonable." Chloe replied and everyone walked up to the third floor. 
 
      
 
    Once upstairs Jackson locked the door to the back stairwell, then he grabbed a cord from an old TV and made a tripwire at the top of the front stairwell. He sat down in a chair facing the front stairwell. "Stay in this room." He stated as he resumed carving his cudgel. 
 
      
 
    Jake, Chloe, and Snipes all sat down together to chat amongst themselves. Evelyn remained distant and stood in a separate corner. However Carley immediately walked into the next room, opened a window, and began looking for a way to climb down and get to the mall. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, someone closed the window causing Carley to jump and spin around. Jackson was standing there with his hand on the window, giving Carley a disappointed look. 
 
      
 
    "I have to go help them!" Carley insisted and took a step back. 
 
      
 
    Jackson didn't reply. 
 
      
 
    "They could get hurt! I have to go help!" Carley insisted. 
 
      
 
    Jackson still didn't reply, but was noticeably starting to get irritated. 
 
      
 
    Carley was at a loss for words, how do you argue with someone who doesn't argue back? Carley didn't have the assertiveness needed to just do it, and Jackson wasn't opening the floor for discussion or argument. Carley took another step back and didn't know what to do. 
 
      
 
    "You done?" Jackson questioned. 
 
      
 
    "No, I have to go help them, you have to let me go." Carley started to argue again. 
 
      
 
    "I don't have to do jack shit. All I have to do is keep you and everyone else in this room safe. That's what I HAVE to do!" 
 
      
 
    Carley took another step back when he raised his voice. "You know what I meant. I'm not here to play word games, I need to help them." 
 
      
 
    "No, you really don't." Jackson replied. 
 
      
 
    "Yes I do. Sure, they might be fine without me, but there's a chance they won't be. There's a better chance to avoid bad things from happening if I'm out there. It's crazy for me to sit here and do nothing when I can be helping." Carley argued. 
 
      
 
    Jackson sighed. "You aren't doing nothing, you're pissing me off! You know, you might think that, and to a point, you're right. But it doesn't matter. Because whatever you or anyone else does, there's always going to be something you can't account for, something that slips by. Hell, there's a chance you helping is exactly what gets someone killed." 
 
      
 
    "But I can-" Carley started and was interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "You care too much. The more you "need to help" the more likely you are to hurt those around you. You can't protect everyone, you just need to let it go, trust me." 
 
      
 
    Carley was stunned for a moment by everything that was said. Carley was silent for a moment, but relaxed and lowered their head a little. "I'm sorry. I just, don't know what else to do. Sorry." When Carley looked back up at Jackson Carley didn't seem to be afraid of him anymore. 
 
      
 
    "Just breathe, and try not to think about it." Jackson took a step back and started walking back to the other room. 
 
      
 
    Chloe stepped into the room, she had been listening in and was going to step in to help, but Jackson handled it himself. "Come on, come sit with the rest of us, you clearly need rest. Have some faith in your friends, they can handle themselves." She also quietly said "Thanks" to Jackson as he walked past. 
 
      
 
    Carley started to walked back into the living room with the others, but they were interrupted by the sound of a door being smashed open followed by footsteps rushing up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    "Everyone get back." Jackson called out as he moved to the door to attack the intruders. But as he moved towards the front stairwell, the door to the back stairwell was smashed open and two goblins rushed in. With a quick glance down the stairs he spotted at least five goblins, two were rushing up the stairs towards them, and the other three were at the bottom of the stairs waiting for the stairs to clear. 
 
      
 
    "There's two in the back, trust us with those we can handle them." Chloe called out as her and Jake stepped up. Snipes also stepped up to help but was pushed back by Jake. 
 
      
 
    "Snipes, you can help but only if you promise to follow my lead. Do not do anything and do not go near them until I say so." Jake stated. "Promise?" 
 
      
 
    Snipes hesitated, but relented. "Promise." He sighed. 
 
      
 
    Jackson thought through the situation, then nodded. He couldn't cover both sides at once, so he trusted them to handle the two in the back. He grabbed the TV and threw it down the stairs at the goblins. Pushing them back to the bottom of the stairwell. Then he jumped down the stairs after them to ensure that the bigger group didn't get upstairs to the others. 
 
      
 
    Carley quickly assessed the situation then rushed down the stairs after Jackson. 
 
      
 
    Sarah and Charles lead the march through the busted front door of the abandoned mall. The group cautiously walked towards the main, rectangle-shaped area in the center of the building. The stench as they walked in was horrible, there was rotten meat and garbage thrown in piles around the mall, even a few bodies of long since deceased goblins just thrown aimlessly into the piles. Everyone began coughing and gagging. They quickly covered their noses. 
 
      
 
    "Oh God it smells horrible in here! You didn't warn us about the stench!" Brooke complained. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Sarah grimaced a little "That's how you know it's a goblin nest. First time exploring one myself. He told us to look for a really smelly place." She took a deep breath. "I underestimated just how bad it could smell." 
 
      
 
    "Dealing with this is harder than facing the goblins themselves." Elliott complained. "It smells HORRIBLE!" 
 
      
 
    Matthew, Damion, George, and Charles seemed to be less bothered by the stench then everyone else, but they all still kept their noses pinched. 
 
      
 
    "Who is this 'he' you spoke of Sarah?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    "Mendelen. He's one of the four alpha testers I told you about." Sarah answered. "I'll explain it to the rest of you later." She added to the others as she walked up to a sleeping goblin. She hesitated and took a deep breath, then reluctantly stabbed her spear down into its head. 
 
      
 
    "You okay Sarah?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. I just really don't like killing them when they aren't attacking." Sarah replied. 
 
      
 
    "Why not just talk to them?" Charles asked. "Your signet works on them too right?" 
 
      
 
    "It does, but they can't really be reasoned with. I've tried before." Sarah sighed "Most creatures are passive by nature, and just want to survive. These things are aggressive by nature, and just want to pursue selfish goals." 
 
      
 
    "So what's the plan?" George interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I expected all the goblins to rush us when we walked in. They didn't." Sarah shrugged. "So that screwed up my 'wipe out all the goblins then split up and loot' plan." 
 
      
 
    "If you don't mind, I can take charge from here. I know the group better." George offered. 
 
      
 
    "Sure." Sarah said as she took a step back. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, game plan. We tackle the mall one floor at a time, we split up and go one by one into the stores, loot them, and bring the loot to the center of this big open area. If you see goblins, call for help and retreat to the big open area. If you hear someone call for help, go assist immediately. Once you finish looting a store put something unique in front of the entrance to mark it." George instructed. 
 
      
 
    "Are you insane?!" Fate looked up at George. "We can't split up like that, it's too dangerous. Especially with a killer within our ranks." 
 
      
 
    "Alright, fine. We'll travel in pairs then, same plan though. Once all the stores on one floor are looted we move up to the next." George replied, then he started listing off pairs and pointing them to a store to scavenge. "Brooke, Elliott, and Damion go to that store. Fate and Matthew, that one. Sarah and Charles, hit that store." 
 
      
 
    Everyone ran off to the store they were assigned, although many left with a bit of hesitation. That left Sophia and George as the only ones without a group. 
 
      
 
    "So, which one are we looting?" Sophia asked. 
 
      
 
    "We're not, I have something else in mind for you. Come." George answered as he walked towards the broken escalators. 
 
      
 
    Sophia hesitated and didn't move. "Um, what?" 
 
      
 
    "Come on, I'll explain everything on the way. We need to get into position before things go bad, if we don't hurry people could get hurt." George replied as he grabbed her wrist and tried to gently tug her with him. Although, being the huge guy he was he nearly pulled her off her feet. 
 
      
 
    Once she regained her footing Sophia quickly pulled her hand out of his grasp. She didn't want to be the reason someone else got hurt, so she reluctantly began to follow him. The two of them separated from the group and headed up to the second floor. 
 
      
 
    "I really don't like this." Sophia insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, you're fine. I trust that you're skilled enough to handle yourself, and I'm here to back you up if things go wrong. You got the bow and arrows, so you're better off up here where you can safely shoot down at any goblins we find." 
 
      
 
    "I still don't like this idea. I don't like being separated from the others. They can't get to me if something goes wrong." Sophia stated, but as they reached the second floor she stood by the railing and readied her bow, watching the floor below. The mall was rectangle-shaped, with walkways and stores all around the edges, but a huge gap in the middle that allowed a clear view of the floor below. 
 
      
 
    "Trust me Sophia, you're a survivor, I can see it. There's a few areas you fall short in, but overall you have what it takes to fight and survive. You can handle this, you'll be fine." George reassured her. 
 
      
 
    "Where will you be while I'm doing this?" Sophia questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Looting the shops behind you by myself. I'm not afraid of this killer, I'm hoping he shows up so I can put an end to this." George stated. He hesitated for a moment, contemplating something. It looked like he was going to say something, but he stopped. He turned and walked into the nearby shop, offering a brief "Good luck" as he left. 
 
      
 
    Sophia kept watch on the floor below, occasionally glancing back into the store behind her to ensure nobody was sneaking up on her. She watched everyone move from one shop to the next, but George never left the one he went into. Each time she glanced back into the small shop she didn't see him in there either. That was, until she finally caught a glimpse of him. 
 
      
 
    She spotted him hiding behind a clothing rack, he was mostly concealed behind the rack but she had caught a brief glimpse of his blue hair and his eye peering out from behind the rack. He was watching her, it was unnerving. She kept glancing back at him, trying to figure out what he was doing. Until suddenly she heard Fate shout out. 
 
      
 
    "Goblin!" Fate called out as her and Matthew ran out of the store they were in. A goblin rushed out of the store after them, but it didn't move to attack, it kept its distance. Once it was out into the big rectangular room it took in a deep breath and began screaming as loud as it could. 
 
      
 
    Sarah and Charles rushed out of the shop they were in. "What is it saying Sarah?" 
 
      
 
    "Someone stop her! She's telling the others we are here." Sarah shouted to the others. 
 
      
 
    "She?" Elliott questioned as he and Brooke rushed out of their shop to assist with the goblin. 
 
      
 
    "They are living creatures like the rest of us. I refuse to just call them it." Sarah replied. She watched as an arrow flew down from the second floor and struck the goblin down. She glanced up, wondering why Sophia was up there instead of down here with the others. Before she could ask the goblins began pouring out of one of the big stores on the other side of the mall. Twenty three of them in total. 
 
      
 
    George was nowhere to be seen, so Fate immediately took charge. "Spread out, but stay in your groups." She instructed. Everyone spread out but stuck with their partner as the goblins rushed in. Sarah and Charles moved to the front line, Fate and Matthew stood a short distance behind and to the side of them. Brooke and Elliott stood a little further back and off to the other side of Sarah and Charles. 
 
      
 
    Two of the goblins were shot down by Sophia before they could get near everyone else. As the goblins closed in to attack, Charles made the first move. He lunged forwards and swung his mace for the head of the first goblin. The goblin jumped backwards to evade the blow, but as it jumped back sarah jabbed her spear into the creature's head. 
 
      
 
    A second goblin moved in from the side to strike at Sarah, but Charles threw his mace at it. Catching the goblin off guard, it struck the goblin in the face and knocked it to the ground. A third goblin moved in to attack Charles from the side, but Charles fluidly rolled forwards and out of the way. He grabbed his mace after his roll, and Sarah stabbed her spear into the chest of the third goblin while it was distracted. 
 
      
 
    The bulk of the goblins closed in and began to spread out to attack all three groups of humans. Three ran after Brooke and Elliott. Brooke moved up front to face them head-on while Elliott moved around the side. It was the bait and switch strategy that had become a staple in their lives. 
 
      
 
    As the first goblin rushed in at Brooke, Elliott swept in from the side and slammed his pipe into its ribs. The goblin was knocked to the ground, but before they could finish it off a second goblin lunged at Elliott. Elliott focused on evading, and quickly backed up while Brooke moved forward to smash her bat into the creature's head, knocking it to the ground. She took a step towards it only to spot the third goblin, carrying a plank of wood in one hand and jumping at her from the side. 
 
      
 
    Brooke didn't have time to move or react, she noticed it too late. But right before the goblin's plank struck her Elliott grabbed her arm and yanked her out of the way. They were both thrown off balance by Elliott's move, but Brooke was saved from being struck by the goblin. 
 
      
 
    As they stumbled and tried to regain their footing the goblin immediately shifted into a backhanded swing at them. Brooke thought quick and fell on purpose, grabbing Elliott and pulling him down with her. They both narrowly avoided being struck again, but the goblin wasn't giving up. They hit the floor and the goblin immediately moved in, raising its plank over its head to slam it down on them. 
 
      
 
    Elliott threw his pipe, striking the goblin in the face. The goblin let out a screech of pain and stumbled backwards. Brooke, seizing the moment, flipped back onto her feet and struck the goblin in the face again with her bat, knocking it to the ground. But the other two goblins had gotten up, Brooke ducked just in time for the first goblin to narrowly miss a swing aimed for her head. 
 
      
 
    The second goblin ran for Elliott, who hadn't gotten back onto his feet quite as quickly as his sister. The goblin rushed in and reached out, trying to grab Elliott, who quickly rolled out of its reach. Elliott turned around to try and help Brooke, but before he could do anything an arrow flew down and struck the goblin in the chest. The goblin screamed out and fell to the ground, clutching its chest. The other two goblins that were fighting Brooke and Elliott stopped and looked at the fallen goblin with expressions of both shock and concern. 
 
      
 
    Elliott took advantage of their moment of shock to grab his pipe and smash one of them in the back of the head. The goblin was knocked to the ground, and wasn't moving anymore. 
 
      
 
    The last of the three goblins that had been fighting Brooke and Elliott watched and looked panicked. It threw it's club at Elliott, forcing him to drop to the ground to get out of the way. The club was thrown with such force that it fractured into several small pieces upon impact with the wall behind him. While Elliott was down the goblin rushed over and grabbed the unconscious goblin in one arm. It then rushed over and grabbed the shot goblin in the other arm and ran away, saying something over and over in a panicked-sounding tone. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott let it run away and turned to see how the others were doing. The others were facing more goblins then they had and were struggling, but everyone seemed to be fine. Another arrow flew down onto the battlefield, piercing a goblin that was fighting with Fate. Then, suddenly, Sophia screamed. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott quickly looked up to the second floor to see what was wrong, only to see Sophia running while four goblins ran after her. As the goblins passed by the store she had been standing near George burst out from hiding and slammed his shoulder into one of the goblins, pushing it over the barrier and knocking it down to the first floor. The next goblin in line took a jab at George's face while the other two ran around George to pursue Sophia. 
 
      
 
    George ducked under the goblin's fist and shifted his grip to a reverse grip halfway down the bat, then slammed his bat up into the goblin's jaw. The goblin shouted out in pain and stumbled back. George took the opportunity to step closer and shove the goblin off the ledge, throwing it down to the first floor. 
 
      
 
    By now, Sophia and the other goblins had run into one of the stores and were out of sight. George had caught a brief glimpse of which store they ran into, and he ran after them. 
 
      
 
    "We need to get up there and help her!" Elliott shouted. He ran for the broken escalator with Brooke just a few steps behind. One of the goblins that was fighting the others tried to block them, it ran out in front of Elliott and took a swing at him as he ran past. But Elliott ducked under the swing, and once the swing missed Brooke jumped over Elliott and tackled the goblin. 
 
      
 
    Brooke jumped off the goblin immediately after they hit the ground, she knew what would happen if it grabbed her. As soon as she jumped off Elliott slammed his pipe down onto the goblin's head, twice, killing it. The two of them rushed up to the second floor and ran into the big store Sophia had run into. But as they walked in they couldn't find Sophia, George, or the goblins. This was one of the big stores on the end of the mall, there were stairs to the upper and lower floors within the store. They paused, trying to figure out which way she went. hi 
 
      
 
    There was a crashing sound from above, so both Brooke and Elliott ran upstairs to continue their search and rescue mission. But they couldn't find anything. 
 
      
 
    "Sophia!" Elliott called out. No answer. 
 
      
 
    The two of them continued to search the third and fourth floors, both of which were clear of goblins now that the whole tribe had run downstairs to fight. But neither Sophia or George could be found. 
 
      
 
    Eventually there was nowhere left to search so they walked back downstairs. The fight was over now, Fate and Matthew were both hurt but everyone was alive. 
 
      
 
    Fate's leg was injured, but not broken. She was using her shovel as a crutch. Matthew had suffered a fractured arm. 
 
      
 
    "You find them?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, we can't find them or the goblins chasing them." Brooke answered. 
 
      
 
    George walked out of one of the larger stores on the opposite side of the mall, on the first floor. "Lost track of her and the goblins." He grumbled then cussed several times. He kicked a large piece of debris as he walked past it. 
 
      
 
    Everyone looked over at him, several people gave him a look of distrust. But nobody said anything. 
 
      
 
    "I know, I know." George grumbled. "I'll sit here where someone can see me at all times." He sat down in the middle of the mall floor. 
 
      
 
    "Charles?" Sarah asked. 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Charles answered. He walked over to George and stood beside him, watching him. 
 
      
 
    "Everyone stay in your pairs and search the stores. Grab any valuables the goblins are hoarding in here. Keep an eye out for the missing woman while you're searching. I will search my stores on my own. 
 
      
 
    "You sure you feel safe doing that?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine. I can handle myself." Sarah insisted. 
 
      
 
    "There's one goblin still running around somewhere. I only killed one of her pursuers." George warned. 
 
      
 
    Everyone heard him, but nobody responded to him. 
 
      
 
    Everyone paired up again and each pair went off to search a different store. Over the next few hours they went through the stores on the first two floors, everyone gathered any valuables they could find. Fate, Brooke, and Matthew all grabbed a backpack to carry with them. George followed the group and sat outside the shops on each floor. 
 
      
 
    As the group moved up to the third floor Sarah and Charles stopped them. "It is getting late, the hunting parties will be returning soon. We need to go." Charles stated. "We got enough stuff, let's not risk any lives." 
 
      
 
    "What about Sophia? We haven't found her." George spoke up. "If you're all going to leave at least let me stay behind to find her." 
 
      
 
    "We can't just let you out of our sight." Fate stated. "I want to find her too, so what can we do." She asked Sarah. 
 
      
 
    Sarah hesitated, she wanted to help. 
 
      
 
    "We need to go. We will be in danger if we stay." Charles stated. 
 
      
 
    "It's my fault she's out there. I thought she would know better then to run off, I misjudged her and because of that she's missing. I'm not going to leave her behind." George stated. 
 
      
 
    "How do you know she's still alive" Charles pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "We don't. Which is why I'm not asking anyone else to go." George answered. "I made the wrong call, I will fix it myself." 
 
      
 
    "It is an honorable thing to do." Damion stepped in. "Let him stay if he wants to." 
 
      
 
    "Look guys, we need to go." Charles stated 
 
      
 
    George hesitated, conflicted. Then he got up and walked away. "I'll catch up after I find Sophia. Go without me, I will find you." 
 
      
 
    "George! Get back here!" Fate shouted at him. 
 
      
 
    "If you're going to try stopping me you'll have to fight me and drag me back." George just kept walking. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott turned to Sarah. "Is there really no way we can keep searching for her? There must be something we can do." Brooke asked. 
 
      
 
    "They are right." Matthew stated. "We need to go before more people die. If Sophia is alive, her and George will find their own way back. They aren't pushovers." 
 
      
 
    "What if he's the killer? And he now has her isolated. That went too smoothly on his part to be unplanned." Fate stated. 
 
      
 
    "I trust George." Matthew spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "As do I." Damion added. 
 
      
 
    Sarah sighed. "I really want to go search for her. But it isn't my call to make." She sighed. "Charles?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, but we really can't stay any longer. Let's go." Charles insisted and lead the group back out of the mall. 
 
      
 
    The group walked back to the house where they had left the others. There was a pile of five dead goblins stacked outside the house, and another stack of six goblins lying on the side of the road outside the mall. Both the living room and the street outside had signs of two fights. The group cautiously walked into the house and over to the stairs, wondering if there were any goblins still alive. 
 
      
 
    There was a trail of bloody footprints left behind by two people, one with boots and one with sneakers. The footprints were leaving the scene of the fight and going up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Everyone walked up the stairs. Charles noticed the tripwire and warned the others about it as he stepped over it. 
 
      
 
    In the room Jackson was cleaning the blood off his boots. Chloe, Evelyn, and Snipes were all sitting together in a corner. They looked a little shaken but were quietly talking amongst each other. 
 
      
 
    "Where is Carley and Jake?" Brooke immediately asked. 
 
      
 
    Chloe stood up and walked over to the others. "Goblins attacked, we had to split up and tackle two groups at once. Jake went missing in the chaos." 
 
      
 
    "And Carley ran off I assume?" Matthew asked. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Matthew said it Carley stepped in from the other room. A silent statement saying they were still here. Carley, once seen by the group, went back into the other room. 
 
      
 
    "Where is Sophia and George?" Chloe worriedly tried to look around the people standing in the front, in hopes that they were behind them somewhere. 
 
      
 
    "Sophia was targeted by goblins, and she ran. George went to look for her." Fate sighed. "George separated her from the group, keep an eye on him if he returns." 
 
      
 
    Chloe hesitated, but noticed the worried looks on everyone's faces. "I'm sure Sophia is alright. She's smart, she knows how to survive. And George is probably fine too." She reassured everyone. 
 
      
 
    "It is getting late, we need to get away from the mall and make camp." Charles instructed. 
 
      
 
    "We can't go far from the mall. We need to stay close so Sophia and Jake can find us." Fate spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "We can't, we need some distance from the mall. The goblins will send out more hunting parties tomorrow morning." Charles replied. "If everyone was armed and capable of fighting, that would be one thing. But we are not, it's unsafe." 
 
      
 
    "Come on Charles." Sarah turned to him. "We can stay nearby." 
 
      
 
    Charles hesitated. "Alright we will stay in the area, but we need to move out of sight of the mall at least. And if we stay we must leave early in the morning before the others come looking for us." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." Both Fate and Sarah said at the same time. 
 
      
 
    The group moved around to the other side of the block and all slipped into a building that wasn't visible from the mall. As they walked Carley slipped away briefly, then returned a few minutes later to hand Jackson a roll of fishing line. The group set up camp on the second floor of the two story building. As usual, Jackson and Carley vanished once camp was set up and everyone was settled in. 
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    - Chapter 4: Moving Forward - 
 
      
 
    Brooke awoke early in the morning, as she always did, this time there was no scent of food or anything, it was strange, she had been getting used to it. She sat up and looked around, for once there was no sign of Carley. She noticed that Elliott was awake and just hadn't gotten up yet. Fate looked exhausted but was awake, it seemed like she stayed on watch all night long. Chloe was off in the corner doing some stretches to prepare for the day, Matthew, Charles, and Sarah were standing in a corner talking amongst themselves. 
 
      
 
    "Did Sophia, Jake, or George return?" Brooke asked Fate and Elliott. 
 
      
 
    Elliott shrugged, and it was Fate who answered. "No, neither have been seen since we lost them. 
 
      
 
    Brooke sighed, worrying about her new friends. "What about Carley and Jackson?. 
 
      
 
    "No sign of Carley. I spotted Jackson on the second floor of the building across the street. 
 
      
 
    "Really? Carley is always here around this time with breakfast, she hasn't been around?" Elliott asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, no sign of her at all." Fate replied. "I hope I didn't scare her off." 
 
      
 
    "She did tell you where she was staying last night, maybe we should go check on her to make sure she's okay?" Elliott suggested. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I think I'll go make sure she's alright." Brooke said as she stood up. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe I should go try? I'm good with the ladies, if I throw in a little charm maybe I can get her to stay with us?" Elliott suggested. 
 
      
 
    "Comeon Elliott, she doesn't seem like she'd be interested in you." Brooke laughed. 
 
      
 
    "You don't know that." Elliott protested. 
 
      
 
    "She has a girlfriend, remember?" Brooke pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, yeah that's right. But still, flattery can work wonders, if I make her feel special enough she may feel more comfortable staying with us in the future. Even if she has no interest in me. It's worth a shot." Elliott replied. He stood up and brushed the dust and dirt off his clothes. 
 
      
 
    "You can try, but I really don't expect it to get anywhere." Brooke shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "I want to watch." Fate chimed in. "This should be amusing, and I do need to apologize to her." She also stood up to join the others. 
 
      
 
    Brooke nodded. "Alright, just make sure we are careful not to crowd her. She appears to be afraid of us, especially you Fate." She warned, then lead the group out of the building they were taking shelter in. They moved very cautiously down the street and into a nearby house. She lead the group up to the third floor, then into a back room where they found Carley lying on the ground, curled up in the corner of the room. 
 
      
 
    "We should wait out here, to not crowd her." Brooke said to Fate as she gestured for Elliott to go do his thing. Fate nodded and leaned against the wall as she waited. 
 
      
 
    Carley was asleep and was wrapped up in an old, but thick blanket they had found in this house. Elliott cautiously approached, trying not to wake Carley. As he walked across the room his foot got caught on a tripwire made of fishing wire which immediately clanged a few pots and pans together. 
 
      
 
    Carley jolted awake and tensed, making their body look small by pushing themself back into the corner. Carley spotted Elliott and calmed down a little, but looked up at him with a confused and sleepy expression. "Why?" 
 
      
 
    "Why what?" Elliott asked as a confused look spread across his own face. 
 
      
 
    "Why are you here?" Carley asked. 
 
      
 
    "We didn't see you this morning, like we usually do, I came to make sure you're okay." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    "Um. Thank you? I am okay." Carley replied. "Catching up on sleep." 
 
      
 
    This wasn't going anywhere near the way Elliott had expected it to go. He was quickly finding out that Carley wasn't very easy to talk to. "Why don't you come back to camp with us?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "I'm happy here, by myself." Carley quietly replied. 
 
      
 
    Elliott sighed, he realized he was going to have to try a different approach to get Carley to talk. "Comeon Carley, it worries me having a pretty girl out here all by herself." 
 
      
 
    "Well, it's a good thing I'm not a girl then." Carley replied. His expression looked pained and very upset as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    Elliott looked baffled by that answer, he didn't know what to say now. He could hear Brooke and Fate bursting out into laughter behind him but was ignoring them. "We've been referring to you as a girl this whole time, why didn't you say anything before?" 
 
      
 
    "Nobody asked. And it kinda made me happy." Carley replied. "Sorry." 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Elliott asked and sat down on the ground across from Carley. 
 
      
 
    Carley broke eye contact and looked away, "... Back in the real world I was-" He stopped mid sentence and shook his head. "It doesn't matter anymore." 
 
      
 
    "For something that doesn't matter anymore, it seems to bother you a lot." Elliott pointed out. 
 
      
 
    Carley shook his head. "It used to matter, but now that I'm stuck in here I can't finish going through with it. I'm stuck like this, so it doesn't matter anymore. There's nothing I can do now but suck it up and keep moving." 
 
      
 
    "Carley" Elliott placed a hand on Carley's shoulder, and for once he was able to touch Carley without him recoiling or pulling away. "Don't give up, you never know what we'll be able to do." 
 
      
 
    Carley was quiet for a moment, but then shook his head. "No. There's nothing else that can be done." He brushed Elliott's hand off, his broken ribs caused him to cringe in pain as he stood up. "Lets just go back to camp. I'm causing too many problems. Just let me gather my things." 
 
      
 
    "You're not causing too many problems." Elliott stood up and took a step back to give Carley space. 
 
      
 
    "No, I am. You guys spent all day arguing with me because I was being stupid and, ironically, in my effort to help everyone else I was being self centered." Carley explained as he went to gather his book and his dagger. "I thought about it a lot last night. I'm not letting my personal problems become the group's problems anymore. So please, just let it go." 
 
      
 
    Elliott thought about it for a moment. "As long as you promise to take care of yourself, and your personal problems. And you promise to let others help when you need it, I'll let it go." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "Of course." Carley replied. But when Elliott just stared back expectantly Carley sighed. "I promise." 
 
      
 
    "Good, now let's get back to camp." Elliott said as he turned to leave. 
 
      
 
    As he left the room Fate stepped in. Upon seeing Fate Carley took a step back. "Carley." Fate started "I just wanted to say sorry about yesterday. I was a little too rough and harsh." 
 
      
 
    Carley shook his head. "I let my fear control me, and I did a few stupid things. You acted within reason, you don't need to apologize." 
 
      
 
    "But I am apologizing, whether I need to or not, and I stand by that. I was out of line, and I'm afraid I might have caused your injuries more harm." Fate replied. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you. I'm alright." Carley replied. When Carley noticed the worried look on Fate's face he gave her a brief, and fake, smile to try and prove that he was okay. 
 
      
 
    The four of them walked back to camp, Carley was still keeping a little distance but walked much closer than before and was making a notable effort to stay somewhat close to the group. Although he looked very uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    Once the group returned to the campsite they found Jackson there, and they also noticed that George had returned. Sophia and Jake were still both missing. 
 
      
 
    Fate spotted George immediately walked over to him. "You came back? Without her?!" She angrily questioned him. 
 
      
 
    "I know. I couldn't find any trace of her and I figured I could be useful if I came back. Even if you don't trust me." George shrugged. He glanced over at Carley. "Oh, she's actually with you guys now?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, h-" Fate paused and glanced back at Carley, thinking over what she was about to say. "She decided to stay with the group for now. For the sake of our sanity." She explained. She noticed Carley briefly flash of a genuine smile flash across Carley's face but turned her attention to George. 
 
      
 
    "We will keep an eye on him." Sarah spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "Speaking of which." Charles spoke up. "We need to get moving. The goblins will be sending out hunting parties soon and he ones we attacked will be looking for us." He warned. 
 
      
 
    "What about Sophia and Jake?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    "Trust me, I really want to go look for them. But there's too many people in this group we have to protect. Going to search for them would put everyone here in danger. We can't do that." Charles answered. 
 
      
 
    "Jake's dead." Jackson spoke up. His tone was flat, as if the words had no meaning to him. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Fate, Brooke, Elliott, Snipes, and Chloe all snapped to look at Jackson. Everyone else except Carley gave him a confused and distrusting look. 
 
      
 
    "I found his body while I was scavenging last night." Jackson replied. "Same as the others, no shirt, wings carved into his back." 
 
      
 
    "So then you're the killer." Evelynn butted into the conversation. "You were supposed to be guarding him when he disappeared, you were gone last night, and you're the only one who found the body and you happened to find it last night? Night is when the killer strikes." 
 
      
 
    Jackson rolled his eyes, but it was Carley who quietly spoke up. "Um, actually, I spoke with Jackson yesterday. We both believe the killer is striking during the day. Before we settle down for the night." He softly explained. "It would explain why nobody has seen the killer leave at night, despite us setting up night watches. The killer didn't leave, they had already made their kill. If they did get Jake, whoever it was struck while Jackson and I were trying to fight off the goblins outside. A group of them came after us, and then we spotted a second group attempting to enter the mall. We didn't want them to sneak up behind you guys so we attacked them. When we beat them and got back upstairs Jake was gone. Whoever got Jake did it then." 
 
      
 
    "You're just saying that to cover your own ass, and probably his too." Evelynn argued. "I saw you two talking behind everyone's backs. Have we considered that there might be two people working together." 
 
      
 
    "Evelynn, relax. We have no evidence of this yet." Fate insisted. 
 
      
 
    "I am relaxed." Evelynn argued. "But people are dying here every day, and I don't want to be next. We need to do something about this, now, we know it has to be one of those two. It might even be both of them." She insisted as she pointed at Jackson and Carley. Carley shrunk back and Jackson just rolled his eyes again, the look Jackson gave her clearly conveyed that he thought she was an idiot. 
 
      
 
    "Evelynn you're going to be fine, if anything you are among the biggest suspects and you're only making yourself more suspect by doing this." Fate insisted. 
 
      
 
    "How does me not wanting to die make me more suspect?!" Evelynn argued. 
 
      
 
    "Ladies, break it up." Matthew stepped in between them. "We are going to be fine, these two are going to take us to a village where we will be safe." He pointed to Sarah and Charles who both looked a little uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    Fate ignored him though, she took what Evelynn said as a challenge and stepped closer to her. "YOU are concealing a knife." She pointed to Evelynn, almost pushing her finger into the woman's face. "And you didn't bother telling us. You accuse everyone else but they've all been upfront and honest, you have been nothing but dishonest and unhelpful. You've done absolutely nothing for the group, other then complain. So step back and shut up unless you have something useful to contribute instead of these baseless and stupid accusations." 
 
      
 
    "Both of you, knock it off." Matthew insisted as he stepped between the two of them again. 
 
      
 
    "No!" Evelynn nearly shouted at him as she tried to step around him, but he wasn't letting her. "Who the HELL do you think you are Fate? Everyone knows it's those two, it's obvious." She turned to the rest of the people in the room but they were all silent. She turned back to Fate regardless. "You don't get to be screwing around with everyone else's lives, your failure to act already got three people killed!" 
 
      
 
    "The two of you are acting like children, knock it off!" Matthew shouted. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Evelynn glared back at Matthew. "She's being a complete b-" 
 
      
 
    "QUIET!" George bellowed out and slammed his fist against the wall, creating a fist-sized hole in the wall. His voice was so loud most of the people in the room quickly covered their ears. He got everyone's attention. "Sarah and Charles need to speak." 
 
      
 
    Sarah cringed and slowly lowered her hands from her ears. "We really need to get going." She quietly spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "What about Sophia?" Fate insisted. 
 
      
 
    "We can't stick around any longer. Especially after... That." Charles turned to George. 
 
      
 
    George shrugged. "It worked." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, but if she's out there we can't wait here any longer." Charles replied. 
 
      
 
    "I don't want to leave her behind." Fate insisted. 
 
      
 
    "We don't have a choice. Everyone let's get moving." Charles said as he started walking to the door. However as he reached the door someone else opened it from the other side. 
 
      
 
    "Hello?" A young woman's vice quietly spoke. Charles stepped aside and opened the door the rest of the way and Sophia limped back into the building. Her leg looked like it was broken, her leggings were slightly torn, and the left lens of her glasses was badly cracked. 
 
      
 
    "What happened?" Brooke, Elliott and Snipes quickly ran over to her. 
 
      
 
    "The goblins were chasing me in the mall. I ducked behind a shelf and they just threw the shelf at me. I got buried underneath the shelf and a few other things. Knocked me out too. When I woke up I spent a while trying to get out from underneath it, then went looking for you guys. Heard shouting and assumed it was you." 
 
      
 
    "That's awesome!" Snipes grinned widely. "You're like, a badass hero!" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, Snipes. You didn't know she was a hero?" Elliott replied. "Glad to see you're alright Sophia." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, we were really worried." Brooke replied. 
 
      
 
    "Jake isn't here?" Sophia questioned as she skimmed the room. 
 
      
 
    Both Brooke and Elliott looked away. "He was the next victim." Brooke quietly replied. 
 
      
 
    "Oh." Sophia lowered her head a little. It was like the happiness within the small group of friends vanished. Even Snipes lowered his head and walked away. 
 
      
 
    "We gotta get going guys." Charles insisted. 
 
      
 
    "How? She won't be able to walk far." Brooke asked. "I don't mean to stall us, but what do we do?" 
 
      
 
    Charles sighed. He slipped his mace into its sheath on his hip, then without saying another word he scooped up Sophia, one arm under her knees and the other behind her neck and began walking out of the building. "Lets go." 
 
      
 
    Sophia shouted in surprise when she was suddenly picked up, and cringed in pain but quickly realized what was going on. She took a moment to compose herself, before saying "Thank you." She didn't really like being carried, especially not by the huge, 6'5" guy who was kinda scary. But there wasn't anything she could do about it. She couldn't keep up with a broken leg. 
 
      
 
    Everyone else quickly gathered their things and began following Charles's lead. The group quickly made their way north east through the city, sneaking from house to house to try and avoid the swarms of goblins on the streets. It was a five hour trip before they reached the edge of the abandoned city. It looked strange, the city just stopped and became a vast grassy field at one point. Roads were just cut off, a few houses even were half missing on the border. It made the city look very out of place, like someone had just cut it out of one place and stuck it here. 
 
      
 
    The group hadn't taken more than seven steps out into the grassy field before they heard a very loud hissing sound behind them. "Damnit." Charles cussed under his breath as the whole group turned around. There was a giant spider climbing down the side of one of the buildings. The spider was a little bigger than a bus and was going straight for the group. 
 
      
 
    Snipes, Brooke, and Evelynn all screamed when they saw the spider and started backing away from it. Elliott, Chloe, and Fate all also started to back away. Carley braced himself and was the only one to walk towards the spider, he held onto his little knife and placed himself between the group and spider, as if he was intending to fight it alone. 
 
      
 
    "What do we do?" George asked Sarah and Charles as he braced himself, but didn't move. "We can't outrun that thing." 
 
      
 
    "Stand back, leave it to us." Sarah insisted as her and Charles slowly walked forward. 
 
      
 
    "We can help." George insisted. 
 
      
 
    "No. Not for this fight. You won't be able to scratch the thing's exoskeleton." Charles replied. 
 
      
 
    The spider continued charging towards them as they spoke. Then, suddenly, a portal opened up beside the spider and a massive scythe came swinging out of it. In one swing, the scythe cleaved the spider in half. The scythe then withdrew back into the portal. Everyone relaxed, slightly, and looked very confused as they stared up at the portal. "What?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden..." Charles growled quietly. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden?" Fate asked. "Who is that?" 
 
      
 
    "He's one of the four Alphas. Only he's not one of the leaders, he's very dangerous." Sarah quietly replied. 
 
      
 
    "But he saved us?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    "Trust me, while he did save us it wasn't because he wanted to. Mendelen made him promise to help the newer players." Charles replied. 
 
      
 
    After a moment an arm covered in black spiked armor reached out of the portal, then pointed in a general north-east direction. "There's a village, that way." Kaden stated, then the hand withdrew into the portal and the portal disappeared. 
 
      
 
    "And that's the 'help' he's giving us." Charles rolled his eyes. "He could have let us walk through that portal and go directly to town. Instead he's going out of his way to be an ass and making us walk." He turned and resumed walking across the field, towards a forest they could see far in the distance to the north east. 
 
      
 
    As they walked Brooke, Elliott, and Snipes walked alongside Charles and Sophia, chatting amongst themselves as they usually did. Fate and Matthew walked alongside Sarah. George was lingering a little behind everyone with Chloe. Jackson was off to the side, alone again. And Carley was still following from a slight distance, but was staying closer than usual. Spotting Carley trying to get more comfortable with the group, Damion went to walk beside him. 
 
      
 
    "You're not so distant today." Damion spoke up. "It's good to see that you're warming up to everyone. If you ever need someone to talk to I'm here, I make a good listener." He offered. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you. I'll keep that in mind." Carley replied. He knew nothing about Damion, he had only seen the man a few times with the group and hadn't ever spoken to him. "And if you need someone to talk to let me know as well, the ones taking care of the group are often the ones who need the most help. So I'm here to help." 
 
      
 
    "So, what did you do before getting trapped here." Damion asked, and they resumed talking as they walked towards the forest. 
 
      
 
    The group walked for a few hours before they reached the edge of the forest. It was getting dark and was about time for them to stop and rest for the night. As they approached the trees another group of three people walked out of the forest. Two men and a little girl, although they were a strange group. One of the men was wearing a blue shirt with black jeans, and carried three swords on his hip. He had messy black hair and looked to be in his early twenties. The other man was dressed like a magician, with a black and red cloak, black clothes and a tall hat. He had a rapier on his belt and also had messy black hair. 
 
      
 
    Even stranger, was the little girl they traveled with. She looked to be about thirteen. She stood at 4'9", just a little taller than Snipes. She had very sharp, red eyes. She wore a baggy, and beaten up brown shirt and pants, no shoes or socks, she had a red plastic necklace, and long white hair that went down to her hips and was braided. However, she was not human. Where one would expect to see human skin she had white and black fur, strongly resembling a panda. She even had panda ears in place of human ones. 
 
      
 
    Once the strange three people spotted everyone else they quickly began walking towards the group. "Good evening friends." The magician greeted them. "I am Vincent, these are my friends Zadar and Inami." He introduced himself, then first gestured to the other man and then to the little girl. 
 
      
 
    "Um, hello?" Sarah replied. 
 
      
 
    "We came here with a pretty good deal for you friends. You see, my friend and I found this little girl in the forest. And, if you can't tell, she's not some ordinary little girl. She's one of the AI of this world, and she's a really powerful one at that." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah!" Inami cheerfully shouted out and nearly jumped at the mention of herself being powerful. "I a reeally, reeeally powerful n awesome." 
 
      
 
    "Exactly!" Vincent cheered her on. "Her English isn't too good, but she sure as heck can kick the butts of any monsters you run into. Right Inami?" 
 
      
 
    "Right!" Inami cheered. "I fight monster. Good at it. Very good." She was bouncing excitedly as she watched Vincent. "I do it now?" She impatiently asked. 
 
      
 
    Vincent laughed a little, not really giving anyone time to respond. "Yes Inami, show them what you can do." He said, then he began leading her through each step. "Fireball Inami!." 
 
      
 
    Inami jumped excitedly at the chance to show off what she could do. As soon as he said fireball she did a twirl then pointed at a tree, making her own sound effects. "WOOSH!" A huge fireball blasted out of her fingertips and exploded in a massive fiery explosion on contact with the tree. The tree immediately caught fire. 
 
      
 
    "Now Inami, put the fire out with a water cannon!" Vincent called out. 
 
      
 
    "Pshhhhhhhhhhhht!" Inami continued her sound effects as she held out both hands palm-first towards the burning tree. A powerful jet of water began to spray out of her hands, like a hose, and she slowly shifted her aim around to douse the flames. 
 
      
 
    "Lightning bolts Inami!" Vincent called out. 
 
      
 
    Inami started pointing at random things in the distance, each time she pointed a bolt of electricity shot down her arm then fired off at her target. Striking it each time. "Pew! Pew! Pew!" Inami was struggling not to giggle and was grinning widely the entire time. 
 
      
 
    "Now finish it with the ice and Aether combo!" Vincent called out. 
 
      
 
    "That my favorite!" inami chimed in as she cheerfully began throwing ice spikes up into the sky. Then she clapped her hands and a bright light flashed above her. The ice was shattered and the tiny fragments came shimmering down, creating a rainbow of colors. Inami watched and began clapping for herself, still with a huge grin on her face. 
 
      
 
    "Whoa!" Snipes called out as he moved closer to the front to see better. "She really is awesome!" 
 
      
 
    Charles quickly pushed Snipes back a little, cautiously watching the two men. 
 
      
 
    Everyone but Charles, Sarah, Fate, George, Jackson, and Carley were awestruck by what they saw, and were at a loss for words. This girl really was powerful. 
 
      
 
    "Now." Vincent began. "As I was saying we found her in the woods a few days ago. She's a really powerful AI, one that will follow you around and fight your battles for you. We don't have a need for any assistance, we can win our own battles. So we're going to give you all a good deal so you can buy her off of us." 
 
      
 
    "Not interested." Jackson spoke firmly as if speaking for the entire group. His eyes were locked on the two men, giving them a distrusting stare. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, we don't have the money." Charles added. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, don't worry. I am sure you'll be able to afford it. She can make you a lot of money in the future, so it's really a steal. We just ask for some money you brought with you from the real world. Most of us came in with our wallets. $200 should be reasonable. You should collectively have that much." 
 
      
 
    While the group was dealing with the strangers Carley and Damion were still talking in the back. Although Carley was keeping an eye on the group and was listening to the conversation. "Me?" Carley asked. "No I've never lost anyone I loved before. I've been lucky in that aspect." He answered, he left out mentioning his girlfriend who he previously said was in the game and probably dead by now, because he didn't know for sure. However right after he finished speaking he caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of his eye. 
 
      
 
    One by one, he watched as George, Matthew, Chloe and Charles's wallets lifted out of their pockets, then disappeared. "Hang on." Carley said as he walked over to the group. Upon closer inspection he could see the shadows of the wallets on the ground, slowly moving towards Vincent and his group. Carley quickly reached out and grabbed the air above one of the shadows, and grabbed an invisible wallet. 
 
      
 
    "Guys?" Carley quietly spoke up. "They are stealing our wallets with some fancy magic trick." 
 
      
 
    Carley was so quiet that at first only Chloe had heard him. "Our wallets?" She questioned then quickly reached for her back pocket, only to find that her wallet was gone. "HEY! What the hell?!" 
 
      
 
    Everyone else heard Chloe mention her wallet and checked their own. The group quickly began realizing what was going on. As soon as they realized their wallets were gone they began reaching for their weapons. 
 
      
 
    "Bail!" Vincent called out to his team. He started backing off, quickly. As soon as he started to back away all the floating wallets became visible again. 
 
      
 
    His partner Zadar began to back away a moment after he did. Once Zadar started to move the wallets stopped levitating and fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    "Already?" Inami asked and sadly looked at them. "They have boy." She pointed to snipes, and seemed like she wanted to stay with her new friend. "Do they no like me?" 
 
      
 
    "No, they don't like you. We need to go Inami. Comeon!" Vincent insisted. 
 
      
 
    The little panda girl looked crushed and seemed like she was about to cry, but she started walking over to Vincent. 
 
      
 
    Fate stepped forward and placed a hand on Inami's shoulder, stopping her from leaving while George, Matthew, Sarah, and Jackson moved past her towards the other two men. "No, you stay here sweetie, we like you. We're going to get them to leave you alone." 
 
      
 
    "But they friends." Inami looked up at Fate with a confused look. 
 
      
 
    "They are not your friends, they are using you." Fate insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah!" Snipes joined in and stood beside Inami. "They are bad people." 
 
      
 
    "Bad people?" Inami asked, she looked very confused. 
 
      
 
    "Hey! She belongs to us." Vincent called out, "Inami, lets go." 
 
      
 
    Inami looked conflicted, but she went to follow Vincent. However Fate kept a grip on her shoulder and didn't let her move. "They bring me Thomas." Inami protested. 
 
      
 
    "They lied to you Inami." Snipes spoke up. "They aren't going to do that." 
 
      
 
    "They no do that?" Inami sniffled and looked even more upset. 
 
      
 
    "Yes we are Inami, Thomas is this way." Vincent called out. 
 
      
 
    Inami didn't know what to do, she was so conflicted. She sat down and curled up on the ground, covering her ears with her hands and closing her eyes. "Where Thomas." She whimpered. 
 
      
 
    "Zadar, get her back." Vincent instructed, and Zadar stepped forward to face the four people that were closing in on him. Zadar drew one of his swords, then the other two started magically levitating beside himself. 
 
      
 
    Everyone hesitated when they saw the levitating blades, but they began cautiously moving towards the two men. 
 
      
 
    Zadar pushed his hand forwards, and in an instant everyone was thrown backwards. Sarah and Jackson sprang back onto their feet while everyone else slowly started standing up. Getting a head start, Sarah and Jackson rushed at the swordsman, flanking him on both sides. As they moved in there was a bright flash of light from Vincent, blinding them and causing them to stumble. 
 
      
 
    As they stumbled backwards the two levitating swords lashed out, slashing at both Sarah and Jackson. Jackson bashed his attacking sword away with his cudgel, and Sarah shifted her body to make the one attacking her strike her armor. 
 
      
 
    George, Matthew and Chloe charged past Sarah and Jackson and went straight for Zadar. Once Sarah and Jackson regained their footing they moved around to try and target Vincent in the back. 
 
      
 
    There was so many people closing in on the two men, Brooke and Elliott couldn't see an opening for them to get in. But they slowly approached, trying to find a chance to assist. Carley followed along right behind them, also waiting for an opening. Fate and Damion remained behind to keep the two children out of the fight. 
 
      
 
    Jackson rushed in and attempted to slam his cudgel into the side of Vincent's head, but the man was incredibly fast. He ducked under the swing and stabbed his rapier up at Jackson. But before his strike could land Sarah moved in and swatted his sword away with her spear, and Jackson immediately kicked Vincent in the face, knocking him backwards. As Vincent hit the ground he pointed at Jackson and in the blink of an eye a beam of concentrated light, a laser, shot out of his fingertip and struck Jackson in the side, burning clean through his clothes and his skin. 
 
      
 
    Vincent started trying to get up but Sarah was already charging in. She stabbed her spear down at him but he rolled out of the way and kicked her in the shin, causing her to stumble backwards. Vincent sprung back onto his feet and Sarah thrust her spear for his chest again. Vincent sidestepped the blow, but as he moved Sarah let go of the spear with one hand and punched him square in the nose. Vincent let out a shout of pain and he went to stab his rapier at Sarah, but Jackson's cudgel came flying at him from the side and slammed into his ribs with a loud bone-snapping crack. Jackson had thrown it with enough force to knock Vincent off his feet. 
 
      
 
    Vincent glanced over at his partner only to see that he wasn't doing too much better. They were too heavily outnumbered. Vincent made a bright flash of light, blinding everyone on the battlefield. "Zadar, aim for the ones in the back. They don't look like fighters, kill a few of them and it'll demoralize them. Aim for the boy if you have to." 
 
      
 
    "On it." Zadar called out. Taking advantage of everyone being blinded Vincent and Zadar both sprinted towards the back lines. Zadar targeted the group of Brooke and Elliott, but one of his swords was thrown with pinpoint accuracy at Snipes. Vincent moved around and sprinted for Fate, Snipes, and Damion. However, Sarah and Jackson chased after Vincent and were keeping him away from the others. 
 
      
 
    Seeing them incoming, Evelynn backed off and separates herself from the group. They weren't coming for her, she didn't see a need to stay close and risk becoming a target. 
 
      
 
    Fate's vision cleared after a brief moment, and the first thing she saw was the sword coming straight for Snipes. She didn't have time to react, she moved as quickly as she could and threw herself in front of the sword, closing her eyes and bracing herself for the hit. However, the sword never struck her. 
 
      
 
    Fate opened her eyes to see Carley standing just a few feet in front of her covered in blood, he had gotten to it first. Carley had caught the sword, by the blade. His left hand was torn open and within a few seconds his hand, arm, and most of that side of his body had been covered in blood. 
 
      
 
    Carley threw the sword aside, but the moment it left his hand it turned around and stabbed into his side. Carley screamed out in pain and as quickly as he could he grabbed the handle of the sword with his wounded hand, pulling it out before it could pierce him too deeply. He immediately stabbed it blade-first as deeply into the ground as his limited strength allowed, then he stepped on the hilt three times. Ensuring that the man's telekinesis couldn't lift it up again. 
 
      
 
    "Carley! Are you alright?" Fate called out. 
 
      
 
    "I'm okay..." Carley replied, his voice sounded very weak and shaky. His arm and his side were losing blood at an alarmingly fast pace, but in spite of the blood loss and pain he grabbed his dagger and started walking back towards Zadar. Despite his efforts, Carley didn't make it more then five steps before he collapsed and passed out from blood loss and shock. 
 
      
 
    As Zadar moved in on Brooke and Elliott he took a slash for Brooke's leg, and at the same time sent a telekinetic blast at Elliott, pushing him away and keeping them separated. Brooke quickly sidestepped the blow but before she could do anything else Zadar's other sword swooped in and sliced down her right arm. She shouted out in pain and dropped her bat, unable to hold it anymore. She stumbled backwards and Elliott tried to rush in to assist her, but another telekinetic blast pushed him away again. 
 
      
 
    "Brooke! Get out of there!" Elliott shouted out as he threw his metal pipe at Zadar. But another telekinetic blast sent the pipe right back at him. 
 
      
 
    Brooke couldn't move, she was stunned from the intense pain in her arm. Zadar grabbed his sword and moved to stab it into her chest, but before he could reach someone grabbed him from behind and yanked him off his feet. 
 
      
 
    Chloe had grabbed onto Zadar by his shirt and ripped him away from Brooke. But before she could do anything Zadar elbowed her in the ribs and knocked her off himself, then he struck her with a telekinetic blast, knocking her away. As she hit the ground his levitating sword stabbed down into her upper leg, causing her to shout out in pain. 
 
      
 
    Zadar turned back to Brooke, but the moment he turned around the first thing he saw was a fist. Matthew slammed his fist into Zadar's face. The huge, 6'4" slightly muscular man towered over the 5'9" Zadar. As soon as his fist hit the man's face there was a loud crack. As Zadar stumbled backwards he wildly slashed his sword at Matthew. The sword struck Matthew's stomach, but the blind and panicked swing only grazed him. Before Zadar could react Matthew grabbed him by the throat and slammed him head-first into the ground. Then Matthew slammed his heel down onto Zadar's back with another loud bone-snapping crack. 
 
      
 
    "Zadar!" Vincent called out. He started to focus, preparing to use another light laser, but before he could cast the spell an arrow struck him in the leg. Fate had grabbed Sophia's bow and arrows and was standing beside the kids. 
 
      
 
    Vincent shouted out in pain and stumbled back. He looked around, there was just too many people here, they were far too heavily outnumbered. He was trying to keep his distance but Jackson and Sarah were quickly closing in on him again. He didn't want to let go of the panda girl, he could make some money off her. But he knew they couldn't win this. There was another blindingly bright flash of light. As soon as everyone was blinded again Matthew was hit with another telekinetic blast and was thrown off Zadar. When the flash of light went away and everyone could see again, both of the men were gone. Both of Zadar's extra swords were also gone. 
 
      
 
    "Brooke's hurt bad!" Elliott called out, he had already rushed to her side. She had passed out from blood loss shortly after being hit. 
 
      
 
    "Carley is down!" Fate called out as she rushed over to assist Carley. 
 
      
 
    "Chloe is hit." George called out as him and Matthew quickly ran over to Chloe. She was still conscious, but barely. George picked her up since Matthew was also injured and bleeding. 
 
      
 
    "Jackson is hit too." Sarah called out. "He's not as bad though." She added as she rushed over to him. He was limping back and she quickly started trying to help him walk back, despite being smaller and seven inches shorter than he was. She was stronger then she looked. 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine." Jackson stated. 
 
      
 
    "Well that's great." Sarah replied but she didn't stop trying to support some of his weight. 
 
      
 
    "I said I'm good." Jackson insisted. 
 
      
 
    "I know, but I'm still helping." Sarah replied simply. "It's not that you need it, it's just making your life easier. It was my misstep, I didn't stop the spell quickly enough." 
 
      
 
    "Don't do that..." Jackson stated, and the two resumed their discussion as they walked back to the group. 
 
      
 
    Damion quickly rushed onto the battlefield to grab Brooke and carried her back. Fate brought Carley back to the group and laid the two of them beside each other for now. Once the others made it over to the group Chloe was placed beside them as well. 
 
      
 
    "We need to stop the bleeding on all three of them. Now." Fate panickedly stated. "They are all losing far too much blood. Does anyone have any medical knowledge?" 
 
      
 
    "Carley did." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    "She's out cold. We need someone else." Fate stated, but nobody stepped up. She sighed and shook her head. "Just get me some damn cloth, and someone help me make bandages." 
 
      
 
    "Use my hoodie." Chloe offered, as she struggled to take it off. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks" Fate helped her get it off and quickly borrowed Carley's knife to start cutting it up for use as bandages. She was wearing a light-blue, long-sleeve t-shirt underneath. 
 
      
 
    Damion, Elliott, and George stayed with Fate. They worked together to help bandage everyone up, Sophia crawled over and also started trying to assist. While Sarah, Charles, Snipes and Matthew started setting up a small campsite that Charles had in his bag. Evelynn sat on a nearby rock and waited for camp to be made. Inami was sitting not far from Fate, looking extremely lost, confused, and upset. 
 
      
 
    "My fault?" Inami asked. 
 
      
 
    "No Inami, not at all." Elliott replied. "It's those two guys' faults, they are bad people." He said as he and the others panickedly tried to treat everyone's wounds. 
 
      
 
    Inami just curled up on the ground again, covering her ears and closing her eyes. "My fault..." 
 
      
 
    - 
 
      
 
    - 
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    Chapter 5: The Emory Forest 
 
      
 
      
 
    — Chapter 5: The Emory Forest — 
 
      
 
    Fate and the others kept doing their best to treat everyone until night fell. They managed to get everyone to stop bleeding, and got Chloe and Brooke settled in the camp. However Carley never woke up. They set up Charles's tent for the night, it was a huge circular tent that was a little crammed. As usual, they set up a watch schedule to ensure that someone was awake and guarding the camp at all times. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Brooke awoke early the next morning as she always did, she spotted Elliott who was already awake sitting beside Carley. He looked very tired, he was supposed to have the second to last shift last night so she wasn't sure why he wasn't asleep right now. 
 
      
 
    "Elliott?" Brooke asked. "What are you doing awake?" 
 
      
 
    "We lost Carley during my shift last night." Elliott replied. "I don't know how long he was gone, but when I checked his pulse… He didn't have one. I gave him CPR and was able to bring him back, but he still isn't waking up. His pulse is just fading again. I do not know what to do. I'm staying by his side incase we lose him again." 
 
      
 
    Brooke looked worried, she took a deep breath and sat down beside Elliott and Carley. "I don't know what to do either." 
 
      
 
    "It's like he isn't even trying to come back from this, his body isn't fighting it at all." Elliott sighed. 
 
      
 
    "Carley, come on. You can come back from this, we need you." Brooke hoped that maybe her words would reach him and get him to try fighting it. But nothing changed. 
 
      
 
    Evelynn stepped out of the big tent then walked back in and looked around. She was quietly doing a headcount and when she counted everyone in the tent, plus Charles and Sarah who were on watch she grinned. "I found the killer. Seriously I have your proof." She spoke up. 
 
      
 
    Fate looked over at her and sighed. "What is it now?" 
 
      
 
    "Assuming Jackson is fine, the killer didn't get anyone last night. We are all still here." Evelynn pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "So?" Matthew questioned, he stood up and prepared to get between them again. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean 'so'? It's obvious now! Carley was a prime suspect, then the one night Carley is unconscious nobody is attacked by the killer. It must be Carley!" Evelynn pointed down at him. 
 
      
 
    "I have to admit, that actually does make some sense." George replied. 
 
      
 
    "Then we agree, let's take care of the problem now while she's unconscious." Evelynn stated. Since Fate already called her out on having a knife, she drew her knife and headed over to Carley. 
 
      
 
    "Evelynn no!" Brooke shouted out. "It isn't Carley, she wouldn't do that." 
 
      
 
    "She has you fooled! It's a facade!" Evelynn shouted back and continued walking towards Carley with the knife. 
 
      
 
    "Evelynn, don't." Fate interrupted. "There could have been other factors that resulted in nobody dying." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, or it might have just been a coincidence." Sophia spoke up. "Or maybe the killer's target was Carley, and they couldn't get her while she's unable to leave the tent." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not one to speak." George spoke up. "But better safe than sorry. We shouldn't kill her, but maybe we just leave her behind?" 
 
      
 
    Sophia shot him a glare. "You don't get to have a say in this. Not after what happened in the mall." She scolded. 
 
      
 
    "Forget about George and think!" Evelynn argued "We found the killer! She's right there." 
 
      
 
    "No we didn't!" Brooke shouted back and stood up to stand in Evelyn's way. Elliott stood beside Brooke. 
 
      
 
    "Move." Evelynn growled. 
 
      
 
    "No!" Brooke shouted back. 
 
      
 
    "Evelynn, stop." Fate called out as she stood up. 
 
      
 
    "Fine!" Evelynn shouted, then she grabbed Brooke's wounded arm and shoved her out of the way. Brooke screamed in pain as she hit the ground. The wound was torn open and started bleeding badly again. 
 
      
 
    "HEY!" Elliott shouted at Evelynn and stepped towards the woman, he threw a punch at her head, but it wasn't him that struck her first. 
 
      
 
    Snipes tackled Evelyn to the ground and slammed his fist into her head, immediately knocking her unconscious. Snipes punched her twice more before Fate ran over and pulled him off. 
 
      
 
    "Nice work Snipes!" Elliott said as he kicked Evelynn hard in the ribs while she was down, cracking two of her ribs. 
 
      
 
    "I told you guys I am MLG pro! I was just waiting for my chance to show you what I can do!" Snipes called out as he stood up and proudly puffed out his chest. "Why'd you stop me? She tried to kill one of us, and hurt Brooke." He asked Fate. 
 
      
 
    "You did good." Fate started, silently adding a 'for once' in her head. "But we don't want to kill her, she's just scared." 
 
      
 
    "But yeah, seriously nice work Snipes." Elliott replied then quickly turned back to Brooke. However, when he turned around he saw that Carley was not only awake, but had gotten up and was trying to take care of Brooke's arm. 
 
      
 
    "Carley! You're back." Elliott was shocked. 
 
      
 
    Carley was silent for a moment, then he sighed a little and nodded. "Yeah, it's a miracle." He quietly murmured. 
 
      
 
    "Charles and Damion were praying for you all night." Brooke replied. "Elliott said you had no pulse for a little last night but he brought you back." 
 
      
 
    "Oh. Thanks." Carley replied. "Just hold still and I'll have this patched up in no time." He said, cringing a little with every move he made. 
 
      
 
    "Carley you're hurt, maybe someone else should do this." Brooke suggested. 
 
      
 
    "No, whoever did this before did it wrong. I have to do this." Carley replied. 
 
      
 
    "So how do we get through the forest, everyone is injured." Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    "I can walk." Carley immediately replied, then looked around and for the first time noticed how badly everyone had been hurt in the fight. "Oh. You didn't mean me. Um. Give me some time." Carley quickly rummaged through his bag and pulled out his blank book. He skimmed over a few pages then put it back in his bag. 
 
      
 
    Brooke, Elliott, Fate, Snipes, George and Matthew watched him with a confused expression on their faces. 
 
      
 
    Without warning, and before anyone could stop him, Carley grabbed his dagger and sliced his own wrist open. He yelped in pain but quickly dropped the dagger and placed his other hand over the wound then focused. 
 
      
 
    "Carley! What are you doing?" Brooke and Elliott both yelled at him. 
 
      
 
    But after a moment Carley's hand began to glow, then his wrist began to glow, and the wound slowly healed. Once the cut had healed Carley looked back at the others with an exhausted expression on his face. "I was practicing almost all night the other night. I finally got it down early yesterday morning. It's why I ended up oversleeping." He panted out. 
 
      
 
    "That's amazing Carley!" Elliott replied "Can you heal Brooke?" 
 
      
 
    Carley nodded and gently grabbed Brooke's wounded arm. He focused and both his hand and her arm started to glow. 
 
      
 
    "Carley you should heal yourself first." Brooke insisted, but Carley shook his head and didn't take his focus off her. Brooke's wounds did not heal as fast as Carley's small cut did. It took thirty minutes to heal but he was able to fully heal her wounds. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." Brooke and Elliott both said. 
 
      
 
    When Carley glanced back at Elliott he looked very relieved, he could tell how much Elliott was worrying about his sister. 
 
      
 
    "Carley," Fate started "if you could use this since yesterday, why didn't you heal any of your own wounds? Your ribs were clearly still broken all day yesterday. You also were just about to bandage Brooke's arm instead of healing it." 
 
      
 
    "Erm, it's a new power. I'm not quite used to having it." Carley replied. 
 
      
 
    "What are you not telling us?" George asked. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing, really." Carley nervously replied. He quickly moved over to where Chloe was lying and started healing her leg. 
 
      
 
    "You really should heal yourself first." Brooke and Elliott both said, but Carley ignored them and continued healing Chloe. 
 
      
 
    "They are right Carley, you were in terrible condition last night. We almost lost you. You really need to tend to your own wounds first." Chloe stated. But Carley remained silent and just kept focused on healing her leg. 
 
      
 
    It took an hour to heal Chloe's wounds, but as soon as they were healed Carley silently turned and went to heal Sophia. 
 
      
 
    "No." Sophia instructed. "I want you to heal yourself first." 
 
      
 
    "I'm okay, I don't need to." Carley replied as he got right to work on healing her broken leg. 
 
      
 
    "Carley! STOP." Sophia spoke in a firm, unwavering tone that demanded compliance. 
 
      
 
    The tone made Carley immediately freeze. He was still trying to heal her, but was visibly having a very hard time disobeying the order. "I-I need to do something to be worth keeping around. I don't do anything for the group, I don't want to be dead weight. The least I can do is heal everyone. I have to." He placed a hand on her leg, his hand and her leg began to glow. 
 
      
 
    "No, you don't-" Sophia started, but before she could finish her sentence Carley collapsed and passed out. 
 
      
 
    George rolled Carley onto his back to confirm that he was unconscious. "Damnit Carley. Why can't you just listen?" He grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Elliott moved over to Carley and checked his pulse. "He barely has a pulse, and it's getting weaker." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know what to do. We need to get to the village, they must have someone there who can give everyone proper treatment." Fate said. 
 
      
 
    "What is going on?" Sarah asked as she walked back into the tent and saw both Evelynn and Carley unconscious on the ground. 
 
      
 
    Fate briefly explained the events of the last few minutes, then sighed. "Carley just suddenly passed out when healing Sophia. She is in bad shape, her pulse is growing weaker." 
 
      
 
    "Hang on, I have a good guess to what the problem is." Sarah replied. She stepped out of the tent and walked over to Charles. "You still have an unused gemstone right? A charged one?" 
 
      
 
    "Yep, why?" Charles asked. 
 
      
 
    "One of them, Carley, might have overdone it with the magic. She apparently found a healing spell and tried healing everyone." 
 
      
 
    Charles laughed for a moment. Then when he composed himself he reached into his bag. "Just like Cathrine, eh? Well it'll be good to have another doctor like her around in the village. The two of them, with their compelling desire to care for everyone but themselves should keep each other in check." 
 
      
 
    Sarah laughed a little and nodded. "Yep. They will probably get along well." 
 
      
 
    Charles took a small ruby ring out of his bag then handed it to Sarah. "I charged the gem the other day, you know how to make someone else take the energy?" 
 
      
 
    Sarah nodded "Yeah I often use mine on Charley, I just never recharged it after the last use." She said as she took the ring. 
 
      
 
    "Where is Charley anyways?" Charles asked. 
 
      
 
    "He got beat up pretty bad in the last dungeon we were in. He's just resting in the village for a little." Sarah answered. "I think he also wanted to fly back to the mountains to see his family or something. He knows how to find me when he's ready for another dungeon run. Anyways, we'll be ready to leave shortly." She added then headed back into the tent. 
 
      
 
    "Hang on guys." Sarah said as she walked over and pressed the ruby on the ring against Carley's chest. She focused, then the ring let out a brief glow. After a moment, the ring's glow seeped into Carley and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Elliott waited a few seconds then checked Carley's pulse again. "It's still weak, but it's much better than before. Thanks Sarah." 
 
      
 
    "Thank Charles, it was his energy he was saving for an emergency." Sarah replied. "Are we ready to get moving?" 
 
      
 
    "We are not sure how, so many of us are injured or unable to walk." Fate spoke up. 
 
      
 
    Carley groggily opened his eyes, then silently cussed under his breath. "I did it again." He murmured. Once he was awake he skimmed the room and quickly moved over to Evelynn, trying to help wake her up. 
 
      
 
    "Carley." Sarah firmly stated, and Carley froze. "No more healing magic. Not until you rest, you're just going to knock yourself out again." 
 
      
 
    "I know, I figured that out before. Sorry. Thought I was strong enough to push through and use one more healing spell. I misjudged. Sorry." Carley answered and knelt down beside Evelynn. He began gently trying to wake her up. 
 
      
 
    "Let's pack up and start heading to the village, it's just on the other side of this forest." Sarah instructed. "We'll just have to carry her." 
 
      
 
    After a moment Evelynn groaned in pain and opened her eyes. "What happened?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "The child knocked you out." Damion answered, then he moved over to sit beside her and Carley. 
 
      
 
    "Inami?" Evelynn asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, she's still sleeping. Snipes did." Damion answered. 
 
      
 
    "That stupid kid!" Evelynn immediately tried to get up but cringed in pain and couldn't move. 
 
      
 
    "Relax, he's just a kid." Damion answered. "You seem really scared. Is this the first time you've lost people close to you?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Evelynn shook her head. "No I lost my parents when I was little. Lived with my grandparents my entire life until they too passed away. But by then I was old enough to live on my own." She answered. "I'm just scared of the situation we are in. I don't want to be next." 
 
      
 
    "You were saying that yesterday Evelynn, and you're fine." Fate pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Then let's make haste to this new village, we should be safe there." Damion answered. He stood up and held out a hand. "Let me help you get up?" He offered. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think I can walk, my side hurts so bad." Evelynn complained. 
 
      
 
    "We need to move." Fate spoke up. "So you have to walk." 
 
      
 
    "I'm hurt! I'm in a lot of pain! The stupid kid might have broken a rib." Evelynn protested. 
 
      
 
    "Hey! I didn't kick you in the ribs, that was-" Snipes started saying but Brooke quickly covered his mouth. 
 
      
 
    "Carley has been walking around with broken ribs for three days now. Get over it, you can spend one day walking to the city." Fate insisted. "Only the people with injured legs or severe injuries should be carried. That means Carley and Sophia, everyone else walks." 
 
      
 
    "Who do you think you are? You don't get to boss us around!" Evelynn argued. "I need to be carried, I can not walk like this." 
 
      
 
    "Fate and I are leading this group. Therefore whatever either of us says goes" George loudly interrupted. "If we weren't leading, most of you wouldn't have survived. So respect that for one more damn day and just do as we need you to do!" 
 
      
 
    Evelynn looked like she was afraid of George, she quietly grabbed Damion's hand and pulled herself up. She was in a lot of pain, but was forcing herself to stand. 
 
      
 
    "At least most of us can walk now. Thanks Carley." Chloe said as she stood up. 
 
      
 
    "No problem." Carley quietly replied. 
 
      
 
    Fate walked over to Inami and gently tapped the small girl on her shoulder. "Inami? Wake up we need to go." She softly said. 
 
      
 
    "Thomas?" Inami murmured and quietly looked up at Fate. But when she saw Fate she immediately looked very upset. 
 
      
 
    "No I'm not Thomas, but we are going to start walking now. There's supposedly a little village on the other side of the forest, that's your best chance to find Thomas." Fate replied. 
 
      
 
    Inami slowly and quietly stood up. She looked around at everyone who was hurt and lowered her head a little. 
 
      
 
    "It isn't your fault Inami." Brooke stepped in. "Those two people were bad people. Come On, let's go outside." She said as she took Inami's hand and lead her out of the tent. "Lets play a game while the others pack up the tent, alright?" 
 
      
 
    "A game?" Inami asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, why don't we play tag?" Brooke suggested. She glanced back at the others and saw them leaving the tent. Then they began taking it down and packing it up to give back to Charles. 
 
      
 
    "Tag?" Inami tilted her head and looked up at Brooke with a very confused expression on her face. "I no know what is." She paused for a moment and looked like she was in deep thought. She murmured something about 'Thomas said' under her breath then turned back to Brooke. "I not know what is. Yes? I speak right?" She looked like she was proud of herself for remembering something she learned. 
 
      
 
    Snipes walked over to the group. "No that isn't-" He started to say but Brooke elbowed him in a not so subtle way of telling him not to say anything. 
 
      
 
    "You did great Inami. You have some more learning to do, but you're getting better. A lot better." Brooke bluffed, and Inami grinned widely when she heard that. 
 
      
 
    "Really?!" inami excitedly asked. However as she spoke her entire body turned into green ones and zeros for just a fraction of a second before turning back to normal. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not the only one who saw that, right?" Snipes asked. 
 
      
 
    "See… No, saw what?" Inami asked. 
 
      
 
    "Oh one of the boys just dropped something, nothing to worry about." Brooke replied, but gave a brief nod to Snipes to confirm. "Anyways, let's play." She added, then briefly explained how to play. Once Inami understood the rules, the three of them began running around and playing together. 
 
      
 
    The others, except for Evelynn and Sophia, were packing up the big tent for about five minutes before Elliott spotted Jackson walking out of the woods, towards the group. 
 
      
 
    "How long till we reach the village?" Jackson asked Sarah and Charles. 
 
      
 
    "It's just on the other side of the forest, so it isn't much further." Sarah replied. 
 
      
 
    "Will we reach it before nightfall?" Jackson asked. 
 
      
 
    "Hopefully." Charles spoke up. "I do not want to have to make camp in the forest. But we have lost a lot of time already. Nobody in this group but you seems to understand that we really need to get moving instead of arguing over petty things." 
 
      
 
    "That's a little too harsh Charles." Sarah replied. "But yeah." 
 
      
 
    "I scouted the forest last night. There's... werewolves out there. These kids aren't going to survive a night with-" Jackson started to say. 
 
      
 
    "Tag!" Inami shouted out as she poked Jackson in the arm then she jumped back. She was eagerly bouncing up and down, waiting for him to join in and play. 
 
      
 
    Jackson slowly turned around to face Inami, he could see Brooke and Snipes standing in the background with shocked expressions on their faces, as if they expected something bad to happen. They both knew he wouldn't hurt her, but they didn't think he'd be kind either. 
 
      
 
    Reading everyone else's reactions, Inami started to look nervous. She looked down and tensed, as if she expected to be scolded for doing something wrong. 
 
      
 
    "Tag." Jackson tapped her on the head, then he turned back around to Sarah and Charles. "Anyways, I saw the werewolves hunting some deer. These kids would never-" 
 
      
 
    "Tag!" Inami called out again as she quickly tapped his back and ran backwards a few feet. Keeping more distance between them this time. 
 
      
 
    "These kids wouldn't survive an encounter with them." Jackson finished, then he reached over and tapped Elliott's shoulder with his cudgel. "Tag. Go keep the kid entertained." He said to Elliott, and Elliott left to go play with Inami and the others. 
 
      
 
    "We do have a way of keeping the werewolves away if it comes down to that." Charles replied. "But yes, we do not want to take that risk." 
 
      
 
    "Good. What is it?" Jackson asked. 
 
      
 
    "Well, to start with" Sarah started "Most of the ones in the woods were already hunted down. There's just a couple roaming packs of werewolves and a werecat here and there so we probably won't run into any. But me and Charles do have backup silver weapons just in case, and we also have a silver barrier we can put around the campsite. Silver isn't just their weakness, they fear it. In their wolf form they act like normal wolves, so if they see silver they'll probably run away. As long as they don't feel threatened. If they somehow still attack us, Charles and I will be the only ones fighting." 
 
      
 
    Jackson nodded "Right… I'll help where I can." 
 
      
 
    Sarah shook her head. "That would be a fight that's out of your hands. You wouldn't be able to help without silver." 
 
      
 
    Jackson reiterates. "Like I said, I'll help where I can." 
 
      
 
    Once the tent was packed up and put back into its case, the case suddenly shrunk down to pocket size. Then Charles took it and attached the little pouch to his belt again. "Alright everyone! Let's get moving!" He called out. "The city is a three to four hour walk from here." 
 
      
 
    "You guys are killing me with all this walking." Matthew complained. 
 
      
 
    "Ya know you don't have to come." George stated bluntly. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I know." Matthew sighed. "Just complaining. This is far too much action and walking, I'm not used to it." 
 
      
 
    "We will be there soon, then you can rest as long as you like." Charles replied. 
 
      
 
    The group set out into the forest. George, Sarah, Matthew, Charles, and Fate were leading the group. They traveled as one small group and were talking amongst themselves. A short distance behind them were Chloe, Brooke and Elliott, who was carrying Sophia, and Carley was even traveling with them. The number of people in the group was dwindling, Carley wanted to be nearby to protect them just in case they were the next targets. 
 
      
 
    Evelynn walked alone a short distance behind them, but after a little Damion joined her to talk to her. 
 
      
 
    Snipes and Inami were both still playing tag, but were running around the group and sticking somewhat close. 
 
      
 
    Jackson was trailing a short distance behind everyone, as he usually did. 
 
      
 
    After walking for about two hours the group could hear a growling sound coming from somewhere in the bushes nearby. Everyone stopped and moved a little closer together, they started to look around. Inami shrunk back and looked a little scared. 
 
      
 
    A pack of seven wolves walked out of the bushes, surrounding the group. They were growling and preparing to attack, they just needed an opportunity. Everyone readied their weapons, except Sarah. 
 
      
 
    "Wait everyone!" Sarah called out. "Let me handle this." She added. She skimmed the group of wolves and turned to a big gray wolf who seemed to be the leader. "Hello, we mean you no harm please let us pass." Sarah said. 
 
      
 
    Everyone except Charles looked at Sarah as if she were crazy. However the large wolf responded, it looked shocked and took a step back, then it sat down and the rest of the pack skeptically followed along. 
 
      
 
    "You can speak?" The gray wolf questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Yep." Sarah replied with a brief smile. "We are a pretty powerful group of humans, many of you would get hurt and die if you attacked us. We don't want to fight though, we are hoping to just pass through." 
 
      
 
    The group looked confused, they could hear and understand Sarah but couldn't hear the wolf responding. It looked like she was talking to herself. 
 
      
 
    While Sarah was talking Inami was starting to panic, she was slowly backing away, and then as soon as she saw an opportunity she bolted and ran into the woods. 
 
      
 
    "Inami!" Snipes shouted out and sprinted off after her. 
 
      
 
    "Snipes!" Elliott called out, he went to run after the kids but the wolves got up and growled at him, forcing him to take a step back. 
 
      
 
    "Guys! Don't-" Sarah started, but the kids were gone before she could finish. "Look we really need to get going our kids just ran off." 
 
      
 
    "They aren't very smart kids if they are going to run off alone." The wolf countered. 
 
      
 
    "I know." Sarah sighed. "We just need to pass through." 
 
      
 
    "And we just need food." The wolf countered. 
 
      
 
    Sarah sighed and reached into her bag, then pulled out three big pieces of steak. Those with a sharp eye noticed that, like Charles's tent, the steaks were smaller when Sarah pulled them out of the bag, but then grew bigger once they were out of the magic bag. She took them out of the containers they had been in and put the containers back in the bag. Then she threw them at the gray wolf. "We don't want to fight." Sarah insisted. "I like animals. I really don't want to have to kill one." 
 
      
 
    The gray wolf sniffed the steak, then grabbed it in his mouth and ran off. The rest of the wolves turned and followed him. 
 
      
 
    "Which way did Snipes and Inami run?" Sarah asked. 
 
      
 
    "This way." Brooke answered as her and Elliott lead the way. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the wolves left Jackson sprinted after the kids, leaving the group behind. 
 
      
 
    "Inami! Slow down!" Snipes yelled out as he chased her through the woods. She was fast and agile for a child. She ran through the trees, weaving around bigger obstacles but hurtling over smaller ones. Snipes was keeping up at first, but lost track of her when she jumped over a 3' tall rock. 
 
      
 
    Snipes tried to jump the rock after her, but couldn't, he got half over it then hit the rock and fell off. "Inami!" he called out. Snipes ran around the rock but couldn't see where she had gone. "Inami where are you?!" Snipes called out. 
 
      
 
    Although he got his answer sooner then he had expected. He heard Inami scream and quickly ran after where the sound came from. "Inami?" He asked as he stepped into a clearing. He immediately saw Inami backing away from whatever had scared her. 
 
      
 
    "WOOSH!" Inami called out as she pointed at something, but nothing happened. "WOOSH?" Still nothing. "...woosh?..." She fearfully murmured, but nothing happened. "It no work anymore…" She looked like she was about to cry. "They everywhere…" She was shaking from fear and didn't know what to do. 
 
      
 
    Snipes ran a little closer and saw what she was afraid of. A zombie was slowly stumbling towards her. But he watched as she gave up, and in fear she dropped to the ground and curled up again, covering her ears. 
 
      
 
    "Inami move!" Snipes called out, but she couldn't hear him now. 
 
      
 
    Snipes rushed in and immediately tried to ram his shoulder into the zombie to knock it away from Inami. He knocked the zombie to the ground, and then using his knowledge of zombies from his games he quickly went to stab it in the head with his knife. 
 
      
 
    As he moved in the zombie reached up and grabbed his right arm. It gripped his arm with bone crushing strength, causing Snipes to scream it in pain. 
 
      
 
    Snipes tried to pull his arm out of the zombies grip, but it was way too strong. The zombie didn't get off the ground, it just began pulling him closer in an effort to bite him. Snipes struggled against it but couldn't break free. 
 
      
 
    As it pulled him closer it grabbed onto his left shoulder with its other arm, crushing his shoulder as its fingers tore into his skin. Snipes let it another scream as he struggled against the zombie, but couldn't break free. 
 
      
 
    Inami, hearing the screaming, peeked her head out from behind her hands. She was still shaking with fear but she saw that Snipes was in danger. She quickly got up and tried to help Snipes pull himself out of the zombie's grip. 
 
      
 
    The two of them were just kids, even together the zombie was still stronger than them. It was pulling Snipes closer and closer, much slower now that Inami was helping, but it was inevitable that it would reach him eventually. 
 
      
 
    Snipes was struggling, panicking, and crying out in pain. The zombie had almost pulled him on top of itself and was about to bite his neck, when Snipes gained a brief burst of courage, and got an idea. He switched his knife into his other hand, and stabbed the knife down into the zombies head as hard as he could with his wounded shoulder. 
 
      
 
    In an instant, the zombie went limp, and let go. Inami yanked Snipes out of the zombie's grip, and the two of them fell backwards on top of each other. 
 
      
 
    Snipes rolled off of her then curled up on the ground. "Ooow!" 
 
      
 
    Inami first noticed that she had blood on her fur, then she realized that it came from Snipes who was bleeding pretty badly. His shoulder had been badly broken and torn open. "No… my fault…" she whimpered and knelt beside him. 
 
      
 
    Snipes was silent for a moment. "No, it's my fault." He winced in pain but continued talking. "Everyone keeps telling me I can't fight. I didn't listen, every time I tried someone got hurt. And I didn't believe them. I should have listened, but instead I tried to fight the zombie by myself." 
 
      
 
    "But got it." Inami spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "It hurts. I can't move." Snipes whimpered. "How are we supposed to get back to the others?" 
 
      
 
    Inami thought about it for a moment. "Wolfs are scary. No go back." 
 
      
 
    "I know, but we need to stay with our friends. They are our friends, we can't leave them behind." Snipes weakly answered. As his adrenaline rush ran out, it slowly stopped dulling the pain and he started feeling just how badly he was hurt. He was trying to keep a strong front, but as the pain started to set in he started to crack and tears began running down his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    Inami's eyes were wide as she kept nervously looking around the area, trying to figure out what to do. Eventually, she took a deep breath and turned back to Snipes. "I -I … I be brave." 
 
      
 
    "What?" Snipes asked. 
 
      
 
    "I be brave." Inami answered. She slipped one of her arms under Snipes's neck, and one behind his knees then lifted him off the ground. Snipes cringed and shouted in pain as he was lifted, and Inami was struggling to carry him, but as soon as she had picked him up she began stumbling back in the direction of the others. 
 
      
 
    "This way!" Brooke lead the group through the forest. Everyone was running along behind her, trying to trace Snipes and Inami down. After about thirty minutes of running, Matthew and Fate were starting to fall a little behind and were struggling to keep up with everyone. The group ran through the forest, but as they raced through a dense patch of trees they suddenly heard Matthew shout loud enough for his voice to echo through the forest. "Someone got me!" 
 
      
 
    Everyone stopped and spun around, George and Charles couldn't stop as quickly as everyone else and ran into Brooke and Elliott, almost knocking the smaller teens over. Fate stumbled to a stop and Chloe almost tripped when everyone in front of her suddenly stopped right in her path. Matthew must have been the killer's next target, this was the opportune time to strike after all. The group spun around and saw the last few moments of Matthew grabbing whoever had grabbed him from behind, then swinging them up and over his head as he slammed them head-first into the ground in front of himself. 
 
      
 
    "Nevermind, I got em." Matthew replied as he brushed himself off, then looked down at his would-be attacker. It was not the killer he had hoped it would be, it was a zombie. It was slowly getting back up and reaching out for him. "Oh, false alarm." He thought out loud. 
 
      
 
    Sarah walked over to the zombie and quickly stabbed it in the head with her spear, then crouched down beside the corpse to inspect it. "This shouldn't be here." 
 
      
 
    Charles gave her a concerned look. "No, we will have to inform Estellese when we return to the village. She'll probably send some guards out to figure out why there's undead in the forest." 
 
      
 
    "I don't get it. This is a game right? What's wrong about finding a zombie here." Fate asked. "They are pretty common in games are they not?" 
 
      
 
    "This isn't a game." Sarah answered. "This world is as real as the one we left. Undead are not natural, they shouldn't be anywhere except dungeons, which for unknown reasons seem to defy all the laws of science and nature. They should not naturally exist here." 
 
      
 
    "Wouldn't that just mean that the whole world defies the same rules as dungeons? Therefor proving that this is just a game?" Fate pointed out. 
 
      
 
    Charles stepped up to speak. "She said they could not naturally be here. So the fact that there is undead here tells us that someone in the area is practicing necromancy. Given the proximity to the village, it's a safe bet that our necromancer is one of the villagers. Sarah, we need to keep going. We will inform Estellese when we reach the village so she can deal with the necromancer." 
 
      
 
    "Right, sorry. The thought of necromancy just bothers me. I'd go take care of it myself if I could." Sarah replied as she got up and rejoined the group. 
 
      
 
    "Me too." Charles replied and rested a hand on the bible he had attached to his belt. "We'll get it taken care of, but right now we need to find the kids. They are in even more danger if there's undead around." 
 
      
 
    The group started running through the forest again, but they didn't get far before they ran out into a clearing and realized they were surrounded by undead. 
 
      
 
    "The kids definitely went across the clearing, I can see their footprints in the mud." Sarah replied. 
 
      
 
    "Alright! Everyone form a circle." Fate instructed. "We're surrounded, we need to stay in a circular formation to ensure nobody is attacked from behind. If they are as easy to kill as the one Matthew got then we should be okay. 
 
      
 
    Following the instruction, Sarah alone stood at the front of their circle. Charles and Matthew stood to the right side of their circle, with Charles standing closer to Sarah. George and Fate stood to the left side of their circle, with George being closer to Sarah. Elliott put Sophia down in the center then joined Brooke and Chloe on the south side of their circle. Chloe stood closer to Matthew, Brooke stood closer to Fate, and Elliott stood in the middle. 
 
      
 
    Carley stood in the center with Sophia. He knew he was badly injured, and he knew he was in really bad shape. So, for once, he decided to sit this fight out for everyone else's sanity. He looked around at everyone, how they were positioned, who they chose to stand next to. He seemed to be lost in thought. 
 
      
 
    The undead moved in on the group, it was a small horde of thirty of them. As the undead stepped into striking range Sarah lunged in with her spear and stabbed it through the first one's head. "I don't need to tell you guys to aim for the head, right?" She called out to everyone. And everyone responded with an "Of course!" or a "Yeah we know." 
 
      
 
    Sarah speared a second one that moved in, and as she was pulling her spear out of it's head a third stepped up to attack. Sarah quickly kicked it in the leg, causing it to drop to its knees. As it fell she stabbed her spear into its head, then quickly turned to bash the handle of her spear into another zombie moving in on her left, knocking it to the ground. 
 
      
 
    On the left side George had stepped a little further forwards, slightly stepping out of the circle. But he was batting away at the heads of the zombies that approached while Fate was covering both his and her own place in the circle. 
 
      
 
    On the right side Charles was using his huge mace to bash small groups of zombies into each other. Slowing them down and knocking them to the ground for Sarah and Matthew to finish them off easily. 
 
      
 
    On the southern side, the zombies were a little farther away and were taking longer to reach the group. They had a moment to ready themselves. 
 
      
 
    Brooke glanced back at Sophia and Carley, she was thankful that Carley had finally stopped putting himself in danger. Although she could tell he was in deep thought about something, she could almost see the gears in his head turning at an alarming rate. He looked like he was analyzing something. Or trying to figure something out. At first he seemed okay, but he looked to be getting more and more panicked by the moment. 
 
      
 
    "Carley? You okay?" Brooke asked. 
 
      
 
    But Carley didn't seem to hear her, his mind was racing through thoughts too quickly for her words to register. He was growing more and more tense and panicked by the moment. "What did I miss?... She was just here when the wolves attacked. What did I miss?" 
 
      
 
    "Brooke." Chloe called out and tapped her shoulder to get her attention. 
 
      
 
    "Carley's acting strange." Brooke replied as she turned her attention back to the incoming undead. 
 
      
 
    "What's new? She always acts strange." Chloe countered. 
 
      
 
    As the first zombie approached Brooke slammed her bat into its side, causing it to stumble and almost knocking it over. While it stumbled Elliott stepped in and stabbed his knife into its head. Chloe quickly stepped in to slam the next zombie in the head with her shovel, as the zombie was knocked to the ground Brooke stepped up to crush it's head with her bat and then the three of them stepped back into formation. 
 
      
 
    "Evelynn is in danger." Carley spoke up as he walked up behind Brooke and Fate. "She's not here. I'm going to go find her and bring her back." As soon as he finished speaking he went to walk past Fate and Brooke. 
 
      
 
    "No you're not!" Fate argued, immediately holding her arm out to block him from leaving. "She tried to kill you while you were unconscious. If she gets you alone she will try it again. You will not go after her. When we deal with the undead we will send two other people to go. Not you." 
 
      
 
    "I don't care. We don't have time to wait! She's in danger right now." Carley argued. 
 
      
 
    "She will have to fend for herself. We are in danger, Snipes and Inami are in danger, and she wants you dead. You can't stop her in your condition, I don't even know how the hell you're still standing." Fate argued. "We will help her after." 
 
      
 
    "I have high pain tolerance. I am fine." Carley argued. 
 
      
 
    "No, pain tolerance will only get you so far until your body gives out. It happened twice to you already. She will kill you. You can't go." Fate insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Carley. I want to help her too, but Fate is right. You can't go, and we can't break our formation or Sophia will be in danger. She can't defend herself right now." Brooke spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "Fate! One's moving in on my back where are you!" George called out. 
 
      
 
    "Damnit." Fate sighed, then she turned around and stepped forwards to attack the one behind George. "You wouldn't have this problem if you got in formation like you're supposed to George!" 
 
      
 
    "What's the fun in that?" George called back. 
 
      
 
    Carley thought about it for a moment. Then, since Fate was no longer blocking his path, he took a deep breath to focus himself on blocking out the pain and bolted off into the forest. "I will bring her back. I'll find you guys, don't wait for me." 
 
      
 
    Fate tried to stop him, but couldn't get to him fast enough. "Damnit Carley! Why don't you listen!" She shouted back at him. She turned to bash another zombie that was coming up behind her, and had to keep her focus on the fight. 
 
      
 
    Elliott stepped up to stab his knife into the back of a zombie's head, while it was chasing after Brooke. Brooke then bashed another zombie to the ground for Chloe, who quickly stabbed her shovel down into its head. 
 
      
 
    As Chloe pulled her shovel out of the zombie another one came at her from the side. She quickly sidestepped the zombie, and Elliott rammed his shoulder into it, knocking the creature to the ground. But as he rammed into it the zombie grabbed onto him and pulled him down with it. 
 
      
 
    Before it could do anything Brooke slammed her bat into its arm, breaking Elliott free from its grasp. As soon as he was free Elliott stabbed his knife down into its head. 
 
      
 
    "Brooke! Move!" Chloe called out. 
 
      
 
    Brooke spun around only to see a zombie right behind herself. It grabbed her and knocked her to the ground. But before it could do anything Chloe shoved it off of her and Elliott finished it off. 
 
      
 
    Chloe ducked under another zombie's grab attempt and shoved it away from herself, then held out a hand to help Brooke get back up. Elliott rushed around to stab the one Chloe had knocked back, and once Brooke was back on her feet the three moved back into their formation. 
 
      
 
    The undead had almost been finished off, there was only a few left. As the last three stumbled towards them they moved up as a team. Elliott stood close to the two women, ready to strike at any undead that got too close. While Brooke and Chloe used their slightly longer ranged weapons to pick them off. 
 
      
 
    Brooke knocked one of them to the ground, and Chloe stabbed her shovel down into it. They took a step back when a second zombie took a swipe at them, letting Elliott moved forwards and stab it in the head, then he backed off as the third moved in and they just repeated their first move. Knocking it down and taking it out. 
 
      
 
    Once the last of the undead were taken out the group immediately turned back to each other. "What do we do? Carley ran one way and the kids ran the other." Fate stated. 
 
      
 
    "We go after the kids, and assume Carley can handle herself." Charles replied. "We don't know where Carley went, we do have a trail to follow for the kids." 
 
      
 
    "But she went to help Evelynn, and she is in terrible shape." Fate argued. 
 
      
 
    "There isn't much we can do. It would be too dangerous to backtrack. The kids at least moved towards the village. Carley ran away from it." Charles pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "It can't really be that-" Fate started, but stopped when she felt someone tugging on her dress. "Excuse me!" She spun around to face whoever it was, and she spotted Inami standing there with Snipes in her arms. His body was limp and unresponsive. 
 
      
 
    "Bleeding." Inami said as she tried handing Snipes to Fate. 
 
      
 
    "Oh. Thank you Inami." Fate was both shocked and confused, but she was thankful Inami had brought him back. She took Snipes from the small panda girl and quickly checked his pulse. He was still alive, just badly hurt. "You saved him Inami, good job!" She praised the small girl but then turned to the others. "We need to stop the bleeding, quickly." 
 
      
 
    "Thank God she found us in time." Charles sighed. "Set up camp here, quickly. Sarah, help me set up the silver barrier. We're stopping here for tonight. Anyone who knows how to treat wounds, get to it. And someone get rid of these bodies." 
 
      
 
    "On it." Damion replied as he knelt down beside Snipes and Fate. He lifted Snipes' body while Fate wrapped the makeshift bandages around him. 
 
      
 
    "I got the bodies." George spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "I'll help." Matthew added as he joined in. Everyone else who didn't have a job got to work on setting up the tent. 
 
      
 
    "I do good?" Inami asked. 
 
      
 
    "You did good Inami. Just please never run away again. You scared everyone." Brooke softly replied. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry." Inami quietly lowered her head. 
 
      
 
    - Next Chapter: Belle Village - Finding the Killer - 
 
      
 
    (Any final guesses as to who the killer is before it's revealed?) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6: Belle Village 
 
      
 
      
 
    - Chapter 6: Belle Village - Finding the Killer - 
 
      
 
    Elliott awoke the next morning and was surprised to see that Brooke was still asleep. She usually got up really early. Then again, he knew she was having a very hard time sleeping. She was scared of the killer in the group, and was worried about Carley. The numbers in the group were thinning, it was only a matter of time before the killer got her or someone she cared about. 
 
      
 
    Elliott was also worried about the things going on within the group. He was careful to avoid waking the others in the crowded tent, as he got up. Almost everyone was still asleep. 
 
      
 
    As he looked around, he saw that Fate was on watch outside of the tent. When he skimmed over who was in the tent he spotted Carley, much to his relief, in the tent with everyone else. It was only Evelynn who was missing. 
 
      
 
    Carley was acting strange. He was awake and was sitting very close to Damion, who was asleep. Carley was shaking a little, he looked sick and upset. 
 
      
 
    "Carley, you okay?" Elliott asked. 
 
      
 
    Carley looked up at Elliott, he looked like he hadn't slept all night, somehow he was in even worse condition then he was last night. "Y-Yeah, I'm fine." He weakly replied. 
 
      
 
    "Carley come on." Elliott responded, knowing Carley was lying. 
 
      
 
    "I will be fine." Carley insisted. 
 
      
 
    "What happened last night? Did you find Evelynn?" Elliott asked. 
 
      
 
    Carley lowered his head, the question seemed to worsen his condition. He got more upset and started shaking more. Wordlessly, he pointed outside the tent. 
 
      
 
    Elliott gave him a questioning look, then stepped outside. Fate was sitting on a tree stump, and Jackson was sitting on the ground, resting and waiting for everyone else a short distance away from the tent. Elliott thought it was odd, seeing Jackson with the group for once. He approached Fate. "Hey Fate." He greeted. 
 
      
 
    "Good morning." Fate greeted. 
 
      
 
    "I asked what happened to Evelynn last night, and Carley pointed me out here." Elliott said. 
 
      
 
    "Oh… So that's what that was." Fate replied. "I can only assume Carley meant that." She said as she pointed to a spot in the dirt that looked like it had been recently dug up. There was two sticks in the shape of a cross sticking up from the dirt, making it look almost like a grave. 
 
      
 
    "Did he…?" Elliott asked unsurely. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know, but I wouldn't be surprised if she did. Did you see her this morning?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, he looked really sick, and looked like he hadn't slept all night." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    "Carley has a very pure mind. If Carley had to kill someone, how do you think she'd take it?" 
 
      
 
    "True, I doubt he would take it very well." Elliott paused for a moment to think about it. "Why do you keep calling him her? Just curious, you and Brooke were there when he corrected us but neither of you changed how you address him." 
 
      
 
    "Well, I can't speak for Brooke but Carley also said that she didn't correct us before because it made her happy. That's why I never corrected myself, and I'd guess Brooke did it for the same reason." Fate shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I hadn't thought of that." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    "Judging by how she looks and acts, and that comment, I am assuming back in the real world she was-" She stopped herself. "Actually that's a bit personal, I probably shouldn't bring it up. I'll let Carley tell you if she's comfortable." 
 
      
 
    Elliott nodded. "Makes sense. And thanks, I'm gonna go talk to Carley about what happened with Evelynn." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure if that's a good idea. She's really shaken up about it." Fate replied. 
 
      
 
    Elliott shook his head. "I disagree. I think it'll be worse on Carley if he, rather, she doesn't have someone to comfort her. If she really did have to do it, I'd like to know what happened, and I'd like to be there to try and calm her down." He explained, then walked back into the tent and sat beside Carley. 
 
      
 
    Carley glanced at him, but said nothing. He kept his head down, and remained seated beside Damion. 
 
      
 
    "I saw the grave." Elliott started. "You okay?" 
 
      
 
    Carley shook his head. "It's my fault. I wasn't fast enough." 
 
      
 
    Elliott shook his head and grabbed Carley's shoulders to get his attention and make Carley look up at him. "Carley! Don't say that!" 
 
      
 
    Carley's eyes went wide and he suddenly looked very scared. He shrunk back and moved his arms up, as if trying to protect himself from an incoming attack. 
 
      
 
    Elliott saw Carley's reaction and let go. "Sorry. I forgot you don't like being touched." 
 
      
 
    Carley was visibly shaking even more now, he looked terrified, exhausted, and very sick. 
 
      
 
    "What happened? With Evelynn?" Elliott asked. 
 
      
 
    "S-She was dead when I found her. She was the killer's next target, and I was just a little late. I was trying to figure it out, I was trying to pay attention to everyone. I wasn't smart enough to figure it out in time, and I didn't see him grab her, I screwed up somewhere. Her wounds were fresh, it had just happened when I found her." Carley weakly murmured. "I… I honestly had a little bit of a breakdown, I'm not… I'm not used to all this. Jackson found me. He brought me and the body back, and helped me bury her." 
 
      
 
    "So the killer is still active then. I wonder if we'll be safe from them in the village." Elliott sighed. 
 
      
 
    "Um…" Carley started. "We don't need to worry about the killer anymore." He quietly said. 
 
      
 
    Elliott looked confused. "What do you mean? Everyone is still in the group, so the killer is still here." 
 
      
 
    Carley shook his head. "No. Well, yeah, the killer is still with us. But we do not need to worry about him anymore. Well, I mean, you guys might need to worry about it tomorrow night. But not tonight." 
 
      
 
    "Carley, that doesn't make any sense." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    "Erm, yes, I know." Carley was tripping over his own words a little. "But please just trust me. If you need to worry about it tomorrow night, you'll know. For now, don't worry." 
 
      
 
    "Carley, what's going on?" Elliott pressed for answers. 
 
      
 
    "Please, please just trust me." Carley insisted. "And don't tell anyone else about it." 
 
      
 
    Elliott hesitated, thinking about it for a minute. He took a deep breath. "Alright, I'm going to trust you. But Carley, promise me you're not going to do anything crazy." 
 
      
 
    When he was asked to make the promise he froze briefly, he looked like he was getting more and more upset. He was growing tense and starting to shake more. His eyes were starting to water. 
 
      
 
    "Carley what is wrong?" Elliott questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Just trust me… Please, just trust me. No more questions, no stipulations. Just let me do what I need to do…" Carley pleaded. 
 
      
 
    Elliott was very concerned, Carley was clearly so stressed out about this that it was making him sick. He wanted to try and calm Carley down, but everything he said seemed to make things worse. Even when he tried to offer help or tried to let Carley know his friends cared about him, why would something like that stress him out so much? Elliott was snapped out of his thoughts when Carley gasped. 
 
      
 
    Carley's entire body tensed and the look on his face was one of pure terror. He had felt someone grab him from behind, and he froze. For a moment he seemed like he was about to have a panic attack. It took a second for his mind to register what happened, and realize that the person who had grabbed him was small and fuzzy. 
 
      
 
    "You need hug." Inami spoke up. 
 
      
 
    Carley took a deep breath, calming down a little. He stopped shaking, then gently pat Inami on the head. He seemed a little calmer now, but not much. "T-Thank you Inami." He quietly replied, trying to act calm so he wouldn't bother the little girl any further. 
 
      
 
    "Carley." Elliott started. "I am going to trust you, I'm going to let it go. But please, remember that we are your friends and we are here for you. No matter what you think, you don't need to do this alone. Please don't forget that." He explained. 
 
      
 
    Carley shook his head when Elliott said he didn't need to do it alone, and mentioning that everyone was his friend and willing to help seemed to only upset him even more. Elliott stood up and walked away to give Carley the space he seemed to need. 
 
      
 
    Everyone started waking up about an hour later, and within two hours everyone was awake. Charles stood by the entrance of the tent and addressed everyone. "The Village is just a little over an hour from here, we will be there shortly. Let's get moving." He instructed. 
 
      
 
    There were no objections, so everyone stepped outside, where they packed up the tent and began walking again. 
 
      
 
    As usual, George, Charles, Matthew, Sarah, and Fate all walked together in the front of the group. Brooke, Chloe, and Elliott walked together a short distance behind them and Chloe was carrying Sophia today. Snipes and Inami traveled with Brooke and her group, and Jackson walked alone in the back, as he usually did. 
 
      
 
    Carley was avoiding Brooke, Elliott, Snipes, and Sophia today. He didn't walk with them, instead he was making a point to walk with Damion, and was sticking close to him. 
 
      
 
    "Hey Carley." Damion greeted. "You don't normally spend so much time around me, and you're not looking too well today. What's up?" 
 
      
 
    "Um…" Carley started. "Well, the other day you asked if I had ever lost someone I loved. I-I, um, I got a message this morning… And, erm, the girlfriend I mentioned being in the game was found dead this morning." As he spoke he was visibly looking more and more upset and sick. "You offered the other day to help me cope, I-I, would like to take you up on that offer." 
 
      
 
    Damion stepped a little closer to Carley and gently hugged him with one arm. Carley tensed, but was trying very hard not to flinch or show any fear in response like he usually did when touched. "I would be happy to help you out Carley. Not right now, but later tonight we can step away from the group and work things out. I can help you say goodbye to her, and give you a chance to talk with her." 
 
      
 
    Carley took a deep breath, then nodded. "Yeah, I would appreciate that." He quietly replied. "When do we meet? And where?" 
 
      
 
    Damion thought about it for a moment. "You seem eager to meet me alone tonight." He commented. "Let's not rush into things, we don't know what the village will be like. Once everyone gets settled in and goes to sleep, whenever that happens, I'll wait for you outside and we will figure it out then." 
 
      
 
    "You make it sound bad, I just really need help." Carley stated. 
 
      
 
    "With the killer around, and so few people remaining in the group, most people are afraid to step away from the group even for a second." Damion pointed out. "You agreed without any hesitation. Are you not afraid?" 
 
      
 
    Carley shook his head. "Why would I be? Death just means an end to this neverending, crippling fear, and it's an escape from a body and a life I do not want. The day I die is the day I'll finally be free from all of these things that are dragging me down, it's probably my only chance at being happy, especially now that I'm stuck in this game. Leaving the group won't be the first time I've purposefully ran at death head-on. You guys have seen me do it several times." He quietly answered, growing more and more shaken and upset as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    Damion was silent and just listened. 
 
      
 
    Carley continued. "I'm not trying to die, of course. There are people still around who care about me, and would be hurt if I died. They are the shackles that keep me bound to this life, the reason I always try my hardest to survive, they are what drive me to beat death and come out on top every time. It would just be a happy coincidence, if one day when I charge death head on like always, instead of coming out on top I just trip along the way and that's the end of it." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I am sorry to hear that." Damion replied, he seemed to be unsure of how to respond to that. 
 
      
 
    Carley swallowed hard and nodded to himself, as if confirming something within his own head. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Brooke glanced back at Carley and Damion. She spotted Damion half hugging him and she noticed that Carley wasn't objecting to it like he usually did. "What's with Carley? She's getting weirdly close to Damion. I didn't realize they were friends." 
 
      
 
    "I am not sure. Carley is acting strange today. She's been sticking oddly close to Damion since I woke up. I don't really know why." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    "Did we do something wrong? Is she mad at us?" Sophia asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know." Elliott sighed. "Something is really stressing her out, like, really badly. She said that last night she found Evelynn dead, and she claimed that's what it was. But I don't think that's it." 
 
      
 
    Brooke nodded "Nobody said anything, but yeah I saw the grave outside and I assumed it was Evelynn. Can't say I'm all that upset about her, honestly. I didn't like her much." She sighed. "But you don't believe Carley?" 
 
      
 
    Elliott shook his head. "No, no. I believe Carley. But I do not believe that this is what is upsetting her so much. This isn't the first time she has seen a death, and she did take it kinda hard before, but not this bad." He pointed out. "I think there's something else bothering her." 
 
      
 
    "We'll just have to keep an eye on her." Sophia spoke up. "I'm worried too." 
 
      
 
    Snipes nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    After a little walking they finally stepped out of the forest, and a short distance from the trees there was a small village. It was surrounded by mountains on three sides, and a forest on the fourth side, making it mostly hidden and hard to reach. Most of the buildings were made of stone that looked masterfully sculpted into the shape of big houses, but a few were made of a mix of stone and wood. Several of the buildings were only partially built. 
 
      
 
    The village was filled with farmland where various crops were being grown. They could see a lot of people going in and out of the buildings, everyone seemed to be busy with something. Many people were working out in the farmlands, and other groups of people were off in some sort of combat training." 
 
      
 
    As everyone walked into the village they all looked around. "Welcome to Belle village." Charles said as he gestured to the houses ahead of them. "For now, you guys are going to rest in this inn. This evening the Alphas are going to gather all of the newcomers for a meeting, to discuss how life in the village works and such." He explained as he lead the way to a huge, square-shaped stone building. 
 
      
 
    "An inn?" Fate asked. "Looks like a big, blocky stone building." She commented. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, they aren't trying to make the houses pretty yet. They are just making them functional until the village is working and big enough for everyone." Sarah said. She opened the door and lead the way into the inn. She briefly spoke with the innkeeper and got a room for everyone in the group. The rooms were apparently free. 
 
      
 
    Once she was handed all the room keys, Sarah lead the way down the halls towards where their rooms were. "You are safe from whoever this killer is here. The town is full of guards who will come running if anyone screams. I suggest you all take the day to rest and relax, you all need it. I know nobody slept well on that trip." 
 
      
 
    Jackson walked over to Sarah. "I need to speak with you privately as soon as you can." He explained. 
 
      
 
    "Um." Sarah hesitated a little, notably feeling a little awkward about the request. "Sure, I can step outside now if that's alright. Charles can handle things here." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks." Jackson replied as he left the inn. Sarah followed along behind him after handing all the room keys to Charles. 
 
      
 
    "Alright everyone." Charles said as he opened one of the doors beside the group and lead everyone inside. It was a little cramped, the room wasn't very big. "Each of you will have your own room, like this one." He said and gestured to the room. It was a small room made almost entirely out of stone, the only thing that wasn't stone was the window and the bed. Since the walls were stone, the window clearly could not be opened but it at least was letting in some sunlight. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone took a moment to look around he handed the key to this room to George. "This will be your room." He said, then he began handing out the keys to everyone else. "Each key has a number on it, they are all in this hallway so just walk further down the hall until you find your room. It was nice traveling with you guys, if you need me I'll be around the village. I am one of the guards here." 
 
      
 
    Once everyone had a key, Charles left and everyone went off to find their own rooms. Elliott and Brooke helped Sophia get settled in her own room. 
 
      
 
    Afterwords, Brooke and Elliott went together to find their rooms, but quickly noted that their rooms were almost on opposite ends of the hallway. Neither of them were comfortable with separating and being so far apart. 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to just go grab the pillow and blankets from my bed and sleep on the floor here." Elliott suggested. 
 
      
 
    Brook shook her head. "I can take the floor." She insisted. 
 
      
 
    "No, you get the bed tonight." Elliott stated. "If you really want, we can take turns. If we stay here." 
 
      
 
    "If we stay?" Brooke asked. "We came all the way out here, why wouldn't we stay?" 
 
      
 
    "We don't know much about this village, I don't think we should get too comfortable until we know more about what is here, and who is running this place. If the wrong people are in control it could be worse here then it is outside the village." Elliott pointed out. 
 
      
 
    Brooke nodded a little. "True, true." She sighed and flopped onto the bed. "It is nice to have a bed though. How many years has it been?" She laughed lightly. "I forgot how comfortable they were." 
 
      
 
    Elliott laughed a little. "Yeah. Let me go grab my stuff." He said as he got up and stepped out to go back to his room. Brooke got up and quickly followed along behind him. They found Inami and Snipes out in the hallway. 
 
      
 
    "What are you two up to?" Brooke asked. 
 
      
 
    "Inami can't read, and she doesn't know numbers either. She can't find her room." Snipes pointed out. "I think she's also afraid of being alone." 
 
      
 
    Inami nodded a little and stepped closer to Snipes. 
 
      
 
    Hearing the conversation, Fate opened the door and stepped out of her room. "Inami can stay with me if she needs someone to share a room with." She offered. 
 
      
 
    Snipes looked a little disappointed, but Elliott and Brooke both nodded. "Yeah, we can grab Inami's blankets and pillows and such and set them up as a small bed on the floor. I was about to do the same for myself." Elliott suggested. 
 
      
 
    "Sounds like a plan to me." Fate replied. "Inami, grab the things from your room. Snipes, help her out." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks Fate." Brooke said, before her and Elliott continued down the hall to Elliott's room. They were stopped again, this time by Carley in the hallway. Carley was sitting on the hallway floor, leaning up against one of the doors. He was curled up and not taking up much space, but as soon as someone opened that door he was going to fall over. He appeared to be sleeping. 
 
      
 
    "Carley?" Brooke questioned. She crouched down beside him to get a closer look at his face, and she could tell he was in a deep sleep. "He's asleep, but this is a really strange place for him to be. Should we wake him?" 
 
      
 
    "Who's room is that?" Elliott asked quietly, and gestured for Brooke to keep her voice down. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know. Is it hers?" Brooke quietly replied. She then noticed that Carley was holding a key in his hand. She checked the number on it, and it was not the number for this room. "It isn't Carley's room." 
 
      
 
    "Is Damion okay?" Snipes asked as he and Inami walked past everyone. 
 
      
 
    "Damion? I dunno, why do you ask." Elliott questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Everyone is crowded around Damion's room. And Carley's been sleeping there ever since Damion walked in." Snipes answered. 
 
      
 
    "This is Damion's room?" Brooke asked. 
 
      
 
    Snipes nodded. "Yeah, I saw him go in." 
 
      
 
    Brooke gave Elliott a suspicious look and stood up. "There's something going on between the two of them." She quietly stated. "Carley isn't acting right, this is all way out of character for her." 
 
      
 
    Elliott nodded a little. "Yeah, I feel like we are missing some key information somewhere." 
 
      
 
    Snipes walked a little closer and whispered to them. "You guys told me to keep an eye on Carley. You want me to spy on Damion too?" 
 
      
 
    "You were spying on Carley?" Brooke quietly asked, shocked by that statement. 
 
      
 
    Snipes nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Nice work." Elliott replied. "And yeah, try to watch the two of them. If you have to pick one or the other, watch Carley. I think she's onto the killer or something, I don't want her to do anything crazy, but I get the feeling she's about to." 
 
      
 
    "You think Carley knows something we don't?" Brooke asked, keeping quiet but struggling to contain her shock. "Would that mean that Damion is the next target?" 
 
      
 
    "I think so. It's my best guess, and would explain why Carley is following him everywhere. It would make sense for Carley to act this way if she had information that Damion was the next target, and she was trying to guard him." 
 
      
 
    "Shouldn't I watch Damion then?" Snipes questioned. 
 
      
 
    Elliott shook his head. "No, stick to Carley if they ever separate. They could both be in danger, and to be honest if I have to choose just one of them to protect, I'm going to protect Carley. Damion seems like a nice guy and all, but he's a little creepy and Carley is our friend, not Damion." 
 
      
 
    Brooke nodded a little. "I agree. It's a horrible thought to have, I do hope we don't need to choose one over the other. But if it comes down to it, we save Carley." 
 
      
 
    Snipes nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    "And don't tell anyone about this plan, or any of this." Elliott looked straight at Snipes as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    "I know, I'm not dumb." Snipes insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, we'll have this solved in no time if we all work together on this." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    They split up after that and set up their rooms for the night. They took a few hours to rest once that was finished, and then they walked out into the village feeling awake and refreshed. Carley still had not moved from his spot guarding the door, and was still asleep. 
 
      
 
    It was getting close to the evening when Brooke and Elliott left the inn and began wandering around the village. There wasn't a whole lot here, there appeared to be multiple inns, an armory, a few storage buildings for the food, a couple training grounds, a medical center and a lot of farms. It seemed like they were starting to build individual houses for people to own and live in, and they had a few rows of them already finished, with many of them still not quite done. There was also a huge house almost the size of a small mansion up on a hill far to the north east, just outside of the village. 
 
      
 
    Spotting the medical center Brooke and Elliott walked in, they looked a little lost but when they spotted Matthew getting healed by a short girl with long white hair they approached the two of them. The girl looked to be in her late teens, maybe early twenties. She wore a elegant red tunic top with black leggings and tan boots. She had her hair tied back with a blue ribbon, and her eyes had a soft and gentle expression. She was using a spell that looked almost identical to Carley's healing spell. 
 
      
 
    She was finished healing Matthew in no time, much faster than Carley's healing spell worked. Once she was done with him Matthew spoke up. "Um, miss, I have a few friends who were injured on their trip here, and it would be difficult for them to make it here. Is there any way you could come to the inn to help them?" 
 
      
 
    The girl nodded. "It's Cathrine, and yeah I can come help." She replied. 
 
      
 
    "One of our friends also completely exhausted themselves the other day. She learned some healing magic and got carried away. Do you have anything to help with that?" Matthew asked. 
 
      
 
    "Um, normally no, doctors can't do that unless they have some energy stored in a crystal." Cathrine replied. "But I am a special case. My signet ring gives me an aura that heals everyone around me, and replenishes their stamina. It's at a very slow rate, but it's something. I'm the only one in the world who can replenish someone's stamina with magic." 
 
      
 
    "That would be a useful spell to learn." Elliott spoke up. "How would we get it?" 
 
      
 
    Cathrine shook her head. "You can't get it. It is my signet skill." She replied. 
 
      
 
    "We can't get the same signet skill?" Brooke asked. 
 
      
 
    Cathrine shook her head again. "No." She held up a signet ring that was attached to a small silver chain around her neck. "A signet ring is a special ring. It can magically tell who you are, what your personality is, what your future holds, and what you need most from it. And then the ring will grant you a special power that is unique to you and only you, based off the information it gained from you." She explained. "That's mine, it helps me protect my friends in even the most dire of circumstances when I am unable to heal them like I normally would. Even if I overdo it with my own magic and knock myself out again, my signet will still heal my friends while I'm out." 
 
      
 
    Elliott and Brooke couldn't help but to laugh a little. "You're just like Carley." Brooke laughed. 
 
      
 
    "Who?" Cathrine asked. 
 
      
 
    "Carley is the friend I mentioned who knocked themself out trying to heal us all." Matthew spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "O-Oh. Well yeah." Cathrine blushed a little, embarrassed about admitting to it. "I tend to do that a lot. But it sounds like this Carley will make a great doctor here, I can probably get her a job working here where she'll have much more access to healing spells, and she'll be able to do something she loves." She replied with a bright smile, showing off her bright and bubbly demeanor. "U-Unless I'm just projecting, she does sound similar to me." 
 
      
 
    Matthew nodded "I don't know much about her, she's pretty shy and quiet. But I'd guess she would like it here." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, well given some time I'm sure she'll open up. We've had a few shy girls here, and they all become more sociable after a while." Cathrine replied. "Did you two need help?" She asked Brooke and Elliott. 
 
      
 
    "No, we actually came to ask for the same thing Matthew did. He just beat us to it." Brooke replied. 
 
      
 
    Cathrine nodded. "Alright, lead the way then. I'm looking forward to meeting our new doctor." 
 
      
 
    Matthew, Brooke, and Elliott lead the way back to the inn. Cathrine first healed Sophia's leg, allowing Sophia to finally walk on her own again. After that they made their way over to Carley who was asleep in the hallway. 
 
      
 
    "Is she okay?" Cathrine asked the others, who just shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "She's been acting odd all day, we don't really know what's going on but something is definitely wrong." Elliott quietly replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I don't usually do this. But I do have some skill in telekinesis and empathy magic. I could enter her mind and try to figure it out." Cathrine replied. "It's a huge breach of privacy, but I can't say I haven't been in the same state of mind. If she's like me I am worried about what's going on." She offered. 
 
      
 
    Elliott and Brooke both hesitated and looked uncomfortable with the idea. But at the same time they were worried that Carley was going to do something dangerous and get himself killed or something. It was a hard choice to make, but after a moment they looked at each other and both hesitantly nodded. "Please do. We are really worried she's going to get herself killed tonight." Elliott spoke up. 
 
      
 
    Cathrine nodded and started to focus. She closed her eyes, and for a minute there was silence. Then Cathrine suddenly snapped back to reality, and as soon as she was back she began frantically checking her own arms, and trying to feel her back. She was suddenly shaking uncontrollably and was starting to cry. 
 
      
 
    "What's wrong?" Brooke nervously questioned. Elliott and Matthew also looked worried. 
 
      
 
    Cathrine shook her head. "I can't get through to her mind." She shakily answered. "I ended up in her nightmare, it was so real. I-I'm sorry I can't go back in there again." 
 
      
 
    "What was it? What could have been that bad?" Elliott questioned. 
 
      
 
    Cathrine was slowly starting to calm down from her near panic attack, she was taking deep breaths and using her empathy magic to help her calm down and to bring herself out of the panic she was sent into. "I-I don't really know, I couldn't stay long. It was a nightmare, I can only assume I was seeing things from Carley's perspective. I was in a deep hole in the woods, there was so much blood, my back and arms were all slashed up. I was lying on my back, looking up at a group of four people. Highschool kids if I had to guess based off the uniform. One was laughing, the others looked panicked. They were shoveling dirt into the hole. The person I was viewing the world through was pleading with them to stop, but they wouldn't stop." She took a deep breath. "It was so painful, and there was this overwhelming feeling of fear, I couldn't handle it and had to back out. I've never seen a dream or nightmare like that before. I-I do not handle pain well, I'm sorry." 
 
      
 
    Elliott looked a little closer at Carley and noticed that he was very tense and was even shaking in his sleep. He was conflicted about what to do next, but after a moment's thought he decided to just do it. 'Sorry Carley, but we need to know what's going on if we're going to help you.' he thought as he gently reached out and took Carley's hand, lifting his hand and straightening out his arm a little. 
 
      
 
    Brooke gave him a confused look, but when he looked back and silently gestured to Carley's sleeve she got the idea and hesitantly pulled back Carley's sleeve. Everything looked fine at first, but as she pulled the sleeve up over his elbow it revealed several old scars on his upper arm that didn't look like they were self inflicted. They carefully pulled his sleeve back down and then Elliott gently leaned him forwards a little. Brooke gently pulled the back neck of his shirt down a little to reveal more old scars, that clearly were not self inflicted. 
 
      
 
    Carley had exhausted himself so much that he couldn't wake up, he could detect people touching him but was so deep in sleep that he couldn't tell if it was real or not and couldn't break out of his deep sleep. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott gently leaned Carley against the door again and let him go, then they turned back to Cathrine. "She's got scars in the places you mentioned being injured in the nightmare." Elliott whispered. 
 
      
 
    "Oh…" Cathrine didn't really know what to say, that was all a severe breach of privacy, but at least she now understood the nightmare. "Well, I should just heal her, then I'll hang around a little to make sure she regains a bit of extra stamina." She said as she focused again, and without touching him Carley's body began to glow a little, and his wounds were slowly healed. Once Carley had made a full recovery the three of them moved a short distance away to give Carley his space. They remained close enough for Cathrine's signet to keep restoring his stamina though. 
 
      
 
    After a few hours of idle chat, Cathrine went back to the medical center. Elliott and Brooke were about to leave when a loud announcement was played through the building. 
 
      
 
    "Will all newcomers please meet us by the stage in the center of the village for an introduction to this world and to Belle village." A woman's voice echoed through the building. 
 
      
 
    Carley was jolted awake by the voice, he stood up and seemed a little confused. For once, he looked well rested and he wasn't in pain at the moment, he wasn't sure what had happened but he wasn't going to complain. He still looked very sick, shaky, and stressed but he at least looked like he was having a much easier time moving now. 
 
      
 
    Damion walked out of his room moments after, and Carley followed him out of the building. He didn't say anything to Brooke and Elliott as he passed them and was avoiding eye contact with them. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott followed them outside to the stage, and it wasn't long before Sophia, Snipes, Fate, Inami, and the rest of the group also met them outside. Everyone crowded around a small stage that had two people standing on it. One was a short, strange looking woman, she had pink hair, wore a violet blouse with a matching skirt, and had butterfly wings sticking out of her back. Beside her was a taller man who's brown hair was a little long for a guy and was loosely tied back. He wore a green set of armor, but he looked to be somewhat strong beneath his armor. 
 
      
 
    The woman cast some sort of spell on herself before addressing the crowd. "Hello everyone, I am Estellese." She started. The spell amplified her voice, making it loud enough for everyone in the crowd to hear. "We brought all of you here today to give you all some bad news, news you may already know. Unfortunately we were all sold a lie, the video game Immersion does not exist." 
 
      
 
    She paused for a moment to let the crowd take that in, before she resumed speaking. "My friends and I here were supposed to be the Alpha testers of the game, we entered this world a little over two years ago. I can tell you from our experience, that this is not a game, this is not Immersion. I do not know how, or why, but we have been transported into an entirely different world and there is no way to go back, we are stuck here. And because this is not a game, death, pain, illness, all these real world problems, they are all still real and still exist in this world. If you die here you are gone for good. We need to continue taking care of ourselves and our health, just like we would have back on Earth. This is why we brought you all here." 
 
      
 
    She paused for a moment before continuing. "Humans did not exist in this world before we came, there was just the empty remains of one human city that was taken over by goblins. So here, behind me, we are making the first human civilization, Belle Village. I have taken the responsibility upon myself to lead and protect this village, and my friend Mendelen has plans to take back the other human city. He will discuss that after. This world is dangerous, probably far more dangerous than any of you know, so we are opening our gates to anyone who wants to seek refuge in this village as long as you are willing to play your part in helping out. Those of you who are skilled in combat, or willing to learn, we need guards to keep this town safe and for those who are exceptionally skilled in combat we need adventurers to go secure loot from dungeons. For everyone who is unskilled in combat, have no fear you do not need to learn to fight. We have non-combat jobs, farming is a big one right now because we will all need food, but as the village grows we will need people to fill in for all the jobs you would expect from a normal city. You are safe here, we can protect everyone in this city, and we will provide housing to everyone who wants to stay. We suggest you stay here, even if it's only for a short time to get your feet on the ground and prepare for the dangers out there. You're safe here." 
 
      
 
    Estellese took a moment to catch her breath, then continued. "For those who intend to travel outside of the city, one of the most important things to remember is that this is not a video game. This is not a fake world. The monsters and other creatures you see out there are not AI, they are real living creatures. Please do not harm them unless it is self defense, they are alive just like we are, we need to work together with them. Monsters inside of dungeons do not count, they do not appear to be sentient. That was agreed upon by many of the other races who live around here. Who we are all in a big alliance with. To keep you safe I will be handing out special rings to everyone, they are magic rings, wear them for a few days and they will give you a unique power as long as you continue wearing them. In addition to all of that, upon entering this world we gained one new power right off the bat. If you wave your hand palm-down in front of yourself you will summon a holographic keyboard and screen. With these things you can post on the global message board, send direct messages to players, or access your stash. Your stash is a secret room only you and people you want to enter can enter. It can be opened anywhere there is a door frame, but you must have a door frame nearby to open it. And, um, that's all." 
 
      
 
    Estellese stepped back once she was finished with her part of the speech and let Mendelen step up. She put the same spell on him so he could speak. "Everyone out there, I need your attention. There is an entire modern human city to the west of here, on the other side of the forest. This city is overrun by goblins, some giant spiders, and worst of all a massive dragon. I am gathering together an army to go and take this city back, we can definitely do it. That city could help and house so many people, and it has supplies that we could use, despite needing some repairs and cleaning. I know there are some true heroes out there, those of you who believe you are one of those heroes, those who want to help and can either fight well or are willing to learn come to me in the large stone building over there after this." He pointed at the building. "Those who help will be paid in equipment, I will provide you with signet rings, some equipment, and some magic to use in the battle and you can keep everything you use. In addition to what I provide, the training will include tackling several dungeons, in which whatever you find is yours to keep." He finished and looked through the crowd. "And again, I will be in that building over there. If you have the skills to be a hero, or are willing to learn, come join me." 
 
      
 
    When Mendelen was done, Estellese stepped back up. "I have put out signs in front of the buildings. If you do not intend to stay here, your first night in the inn you've been shown is free. 
 
      
 
    For those who do intend to stay and live here, seek out the buildings for things you think you can contribute to. Like if you think you have combat skills or are willing to learn, the guard post is your building. If you want to assist with farming, the farmhouse is your go-to place, and so on. Anyone who wants a signet ring, the ring that gives you a unique power while worn, line up in front of me. And remember, this world is not a game, the other creatures here are alive, please refrain from killing them and make sure you keep yourself safe." Estellese finished her speech. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen stepped up once more "And if you choose not to stay here, remember that you are always welcome to come back if you later find the world to be too dangerous. Your safety is guaranteed here, we will protect you." 
 
      
 
    As he spoke a portal opened behind him and a man wearing heavy, spiky black armor walked out of the portal. He had a massive scythe on his back, the whole thing made him look a little scary and intimidating. He walked straight onto the stage and pushed past the other two to take center stage. 
 
      
 
    "Kaden! What are you doing here?" Mendelen angrily questioned. 
 
      
 
    "I wrote a speech, it's my turn to share." Kaden replied. "You guys gave this exact same speech last time, that's pretty boring ya know. So I'll mix it up." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden! No, not after you crashed our last meeting." Mendelen started. "Estellese, this is a private conversation, end the spell again." 
 
      
 
    Estellese ended the spell, and neither Mendelen nor Kaden could be heard, but they were clearly arguing and making everyone in the crowd uncomfortable. After a moment Kaden pulled a scroll out of his bag and activated it, once activated he had the voice boosting spell on himself. 
 
      
 
    "Hello? Does this work?" Kaden's voice echoed through the crowd. "Oh good." 
 
      
 
    "Kaden! Knock it off and leave. You've taken this off track enough, we need to finish this meeting and get everyone situated." Mendelen insisted. 
 
      
 
    "I'm giving my speech first. What are ya gonna do? Attack me in front of everyone?" Kaden pointed out. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen shot him a glare. "Kaden, knock it off. You're making things worse." 
 
      
 
    Kaden ignored him and resumed his speech. "Alright everyone, welcome to the world of Immersion. The others have, I'm sure, told you that this world is just as real as the one you left. But I am sure they left out a few key details. In this world we are growing at a rate much faster then in the real world, one day of weightlifting is equivalent to a week of weightlifting back in the real world. And right now, in your first few months, that rate is even faster. This won't last forever, it will eventually return to a semi-normal rate. The strength us Alphas gained from tasks has dwindled down and we are now only getting five days worth of improvement from a single day's work." He explained, then took a deep breath to continue. 
 
      
 
    "So this is why I am here. By sitting here in this city, pretending you're safe you're throwing your lives away and making yourself more and more unsafe with each passing day. Everyone around you, all the people who aren't hiding and who are facing the world head-on, are growing stronger ridiculously fast while you sit here and stagnate. Yeah, many of them are dying, but the survivors will come back far stronger than any of you could hope to be. You all have the potential to gain that same power right now. Don't stay here, get out there and grow stronger. Then you don't need to worry about hiding to be safe, you'll be able to protect yourself and your friends on your own." He finished. 
 
      
 
    Estellese recast the spell on Mendelen when Kaden finished, and Mendelen stepped up to speak. "There is training programs set up within the village to help you achieve these levels of power from the safety of the village. And as I said before we need more people to be dungeon runners, once you learn how to fight you can sign up and start assisting us with looting dungeons. Those are among the most dangerous places in this world. You have all the same options to grow stronger here, in the village, where you don't need to fear dying every day. We want to minimize casualties, this isn't a survival of the fittest game." 
 
      
 
    "It isn't the same." Kaden interrupted. "You won't grow as strong hiding here. Facing death on a daily basis, being in unknown conditions, being forced to improvise and figure out impossible problems is what makes you the strongest. It's what made us so strong. You know this." 
 
      
 
    "But people shouldn't be FORCED to if they do not want to Kaden. We support freedom of choice here, and that isn't going to change." Mendelen firmly insisted. 
 
      
 
    "They're putting their trust in you, and you're gonna get them killed." Kaden stated as he opened another portal beside himself and walked through it. Ending the conversation before Mendelen could reply. The portal closed behind him and with that he was gone. 
 
      
 
    Mendelen stepped up again to finish his speech. "For those who want to train, and become stronger like he said, there is training areas, and I am still waiting at the armory for fighters willing to do dungeon runs, and people who are willing to assist me in taking back Oline city. You may also just leave, and face the world on your own like Kaden wants. But I warn you that the world is dangerous and the chances of survival are slim if you do that. For those who do not want to face combat, there's nothing wrong with that. You are growing exponentially faster in many ways, not just combat. You're also learning faster, your intelligence and creativity is improving faster than ever. If you want to learn a new skill now's the time to do it. You don't need to be fighting to take advantage of this growth spurt." He finished. "Your stay at the inn is free for tonight. I will be at the armory for those who want to run dungeons or assist with the other city. And remember that Estellese is handing out signet rings, you will all want one of those. Good luck everyone. I'm hoping to see you all around the village." He finished, then left to start walking towards the armory to await those who wanted to join him. 
 
      
 
    Most of the people in the crowd lined up in front of Estellese to get a signet ring, Jackson didn't get in line but everyone else in the group did. Once everyone had gone through and gotten their signet rings the group exchanged a few glances and immediately knew what everyone was thinking. They all moved away from the crowd to talk. 
 
      
 
    "So, we finally made it to the village." Fate replied. "What is everyone going to do now?" 
 
      
 
    Elliott and Brooke exchanged a look and nodded to each other. Then Elliott spoke up. "Well, we are both a little uncomfortable with the village. I'm thinking the two of us are going to go sign up to do some dungeon running. It sounds like the best way for us to adjust to this world." Brooke nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    Snipes, Chloe, and Sophia all looked interested. "Can we join?" Sophia asked, speaking for the others. 
 
      
 
    "Of course!" Brooke replied. 
 
      
 
    George grinned. "I'd also like to tag along. I was going to go alone, but if everyone is going I mine as well go with you guys." 
 
      
 
    Matthew and Fate both also nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    "Everything is more fun with friends, why don't we all just go together?" Damion replied. 
 
      
 
    Elliott and Brooke were both hesitant knowing that one of these people was a killer. But at the same time they didn't want to abandon all of their friends over this. Plus, Carley did say they didn't have to worry about that unless something happened tomorrow. "Sure, let's all go." Elliott replied, trusting Carley. 
 
      
 
    "We should go to the armory then. They will arm us for this right? Once we get our gear we can set out tonight, before any other weird things happen." Brooke replied. 
 
      
 
    Carley shook his head. "I think we should stay in the village. At least for a couple days." He quietly spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    "We just should." Carley replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well, we are all going as a group now. So why don't we vote on it." Chloe spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "W-Well, we should… We should just stay." Carley countered. 
 
      
 
    "All who want to stay here a couple days, raise your hands." Chloe started. Carley raised his hand. Assuming Carley knew something Brooke and Elliott and Fate also raised their hands. But they were outvoted six to four. 
 
      
 
    Jackson approached the group. "What's up?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "We are considering going out to run a dungeon, it sounds like the best way to start off in this world, all things considered." George replied. 
 
      
 
    "That's dangerous." Jackson stated. 
 
      
 
    George nodded. "Well, all the people who can't fight are no longer with us. Aside from the children. I think we can handle it." He replied. "You gonna come with?" 
 
      
 
    Jackson shook his head. "No. I've got something I gotta do. Sarah and I are leaving tonight." 
 
      
 
    Carley looked uncomfortable and uneasy with everyone's decision to leave right away. He turned to Jackson and walked a little closer to him. "Can I ask you a favor? Two actually." He quietly asked. When Jackson looked down at him he resumed speaking. "The group is leaving to hunt this dungeon tonight. If you're also leaving tonight, please stick with the group for one more night." Carley whispered to Jackson. "I really need you to do this." 
 
      
 
    Jackson thought about it and nodded in agreement. "What's the second thing?" 
 
      
 
    "I-I… Will explain that one tonight. Not now." Carley whispered. 
 
      
 
    Jackson gave him a questioning look, his expression silently said 'What are up to now?' 
 
      
 
    "Please trust me. I really need you to do this." Carley insisted. 
 
      
 
    "You sure about whatever it is you're planning?" Jackson whispered back. 
 
      
 
    "Honestly? No. But you know me by now, I'll find a way." Carley whispered. 
 
      
 
    Jackson nodded. "Alright..." He replied, knowing Carley was going to do it regardless of if he helped or not. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." Carley replied. "Also, you didn't get one of these, so I grabbed one for you." He said as he held out a signet ring towards Jackson. 
 
      
 
    "No thanks." Jackson said 
 
      
 
    Carley shook his head, "No, seriously, you need one of these. If they do what they say it does, having one is going to be near essential to surviving in this world." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I'm good." Jackson replied. 
 
      
 
    "Jackson." Carley started. "You've helped us a lot, and you're helping me with this. We don't know what dangers are out in this world, and you said you and Sarah are going out there without a group. I don't care how good of a fighter you are, at some point you're going to run face-first into something you can't beat. It's going to happen to all of us. So let me help you, this might just be the key you need to win, or escape." He insisted. "Having one could save you, it could save Sarah, and it could save whoever else you need to protect. Not having one is deliberately handicapping yourself, which will only put yourself and those around you in more danger." 
 
      
 
    Jackson gave him a half-annoyed half-blank stare as Carley spoke. 
 
      
 
    "Fine…" Jackson said. He took the ring and pocketed it. "I'll go find Sarah. Meet us back here before you leave." He added as he turned and left the group again. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." Carley added as Jackson left. 
 
      
 
    The group went to the armory where they were greeted by a few town guards who were working there. The guards asked what they would like to help with, and when Brooke said they wanted to be dungeon runners one of the guards lead them into a back room. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, as dungeon runners we will request that you seek out dungeons, gather the loot from them, and bring it back. You are allowed to keep the things you need, but we strongly request that you donate the things you don't need to the village. Each time you make a significant donation to the village you will get a week of free stays in our inn." The guard explained. As he opened the door to the next room and lead everyone in they could see that it was an armory. 
 
      
 
    "You may all take two thousand dollars worth of equipment from here. Everything has a price tag. You will earn the items you took from your donations, it shouldn't take very long for you to earn enough to own everything you got from here. We also will allow you to exchange the equipment you take for better quality equipment. As long as your stuff is in good shape we will exchange it for full value towards another piece of equipment you need. As long as you continue running dungeons for us." The guard explained. 
 
      
 
    The equipment here wasn't anything special, but it was by far better than the makeshift weapons they had. George grabbed a massive copper hammer that even he had a little difficulty carrying and a copper chestplate for armor. Matthew grabbed a staff and some chainmail armor. Sophia took some extra arrows, and a full set of leather armor, along with two potions. Fate spent almost everything on one steel rapier, she thought that a good quality weapon was all she needed. 
 
      
 
    Chloe picked up two small iron axes. Damion picked up a steel knife, and only that knife despite having leftover money. Elliott picked up a copper longsword, Brooke grabbed a copper mace and they both picked up a leather chestpiece. Carley grabbed a copper shortsword, along with a composite bow and some arrows. 
 
      
 
    Snipes was the last one to choose, him and Inami were sitting in the back. Snipes initially went for the bows, but then he remembered how poorly that went the first time he tried using one and decided not to. Ultimately, he ended up grabbing a iron shortsword and three potions. Inami did not take anything. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, all geared up?" The guard asked when everyone was finished. "Then take these. The dungeon we are assigning you is in the northern field, just about three miles north of Oline city, the city infested by goblins. It's marked on this map." He explained as he handed a map and a small bag to Elliott and Brooke. "The dungeon will be in a small graveyard that looks out of place, just push back the biggest gravestone and you'll find a secret tunnel." 
 
      
 
    "What's in the bag?" Elliott asked, noting that the bag had some weight to it. 
 
      
 
    "It's a magic case for a campsite, it comes with a barrier to keep monsters out while you sleep, and four tents that each fit three people." The guard explained. "The barrier just needs to be charged with someone's stamina." He added. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." Fate replied. 
 
      
 
    The group left the armory and went back to the meeting point to find Jackson and Sarah. While they walked, Elliott looked over the map. 
 
      
 
    "If I'm reading this right, we walked right past it on the way here." Elliott pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Close." Carley spoke up. "On the way to Oline city, when we left the first forest, we walked past it but it was pretty far to the east. I believe I spotted the graveyard in the distance." 
 
      
 
    "So at least we know roughly how to get there." Elliott replied. "It isn't too far." 
 
      
 
    As they approached the meeting place, they spotted Jackson and Sarah already waiting for them. They both were carrying bags of their own new equipment. 
 
      
 
    "So we're sticking with you guys for another night, to get everyone through the forest?" Sarah commented, she seemed a little confused by the change of plans but more than happy to tag along. 
 
      
 
    Elliott looked a little confused and shot a glance at Carley, making the connection that Carley and Jackson must have set this up when they were whispering together. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Jackson spoke up. "Considering the werewolves, it's probably best we do." 
 
      
 
    "We do have some camping gear with a barrier, we should be okay." Elliott replied. "But you're more than welcome to stick with us until we leave the forest." 
 
      
 
    Jackson nodded. "You guys probably shouldn't leave the village so soon, especially not in the evening. But, if you're dead-set on it, we might as well go together. 
 
      
 
    Elliott shook his head. "Something feels off here. The first two said it was safe, but then the other one said it wasn't. I don't know who to believe, so I want to give it a little time." He replied, and Brooke nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, that's just Kaden." Sarah replied. "Don't trust him, he isn't right in the head. It really is safe here." 
 
      
 
    "Don't trust anyone." Jackson added. 
 
      
 
    Brooke shook her head. "We'll see if it's safe in a week or two, then we'll decide if we are staying or not." 
 
      
 
    Sarah nodded. "That sounds fair. Just be careful in the meantime." 
 
      
 
    The group walked out into the forest and spent a couple hours walking. They had almost made it through the forest before it started getting too dark to see, so they stopped and set up camp. Jackson and Sarah both had their own small tents now. The group set up the other four tents, which were nowhere near as nice as the one Charles had. Jackson and Sarah were setting up their tents a short distance away, but still within the barrier. 
 
      
 
    "Alright everyone." Fate started. "Each tent fits three people, we'll have one tent that only has two people. We-" She started but was interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "Damion and I will take the tent with just two." Carley interrupted. Gaining a few weird looks from the rest of the group, especially those who didn't know Carley was a guy. It was extremely abnormal to see Carley speak up like that, or to ask for something, Carley never asserted himself before. 
 
      
 
    "Carley, why don't you come to me and Elliott's tent?" Brooke suggested. "Leave the tent for two for people who aren't comfortable with anyone else." 
 
      
 
    Carley shook his head. "No. I lost someone very close to me, I need some time alone to speak with Damion about it." He insisted. "Right?" he turned to Damion, who nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    "Alright…" Elliott unsurely replied. He gave Carley a questioning look, there was clearly a bigger plan at play here and Carley wasn't dropping any hints as to what it was. He didn't know how he was supposed to help if Carley wasn't giving out any information. 
 
      
 
    "I'll go with you guys." Sophia spoke up and walked over to Elliott and Brooke. 
 
      
 
    "Alright then, it only makes sense to split the last two tents into girls and guys. It splits pretty evenly." Fate replied as she turned to Chloe and Inami. She gestured to a tent and the three of them slipped into it. 
 
      
 
    "I guess that leaves us." George replied to Matthew and Snipes. The three of them stepped into the last tent and went to sleep for the night. Assuming they would follow their usual schedule for who was standing watch on the camp. 
 
      
 
    As everyone went into their tents Carley walked over to Jackson. When Jackson turned to face him, he took a deep breath and made his last request. "The other favor I needed to ask of you." He started. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Jackson replied. 
 
      
 
    "Damion and I will leave the camp, I'm going to try to make it happen around sunrise so everyone can get at least a little rest. If we do not return together in thirty minutes, I need you to wake everyone up and get everyone to leave the area, as quickly as possible. Leave us both behind. If Damion returns without me, do not let him rejoin the group. Please, this is to keep everyone safe." 
 
      
 
    "And if you come back without him?" Jackson questioned. 
 
      
 
    "I won't." Carley replied. "If it comes to that, I will not come back. That way, everyone will know what happened and nobody will need to worry anymore. If I came back without him there would always be that lingering question, people wouldn't know if-" 
 
      
 
    "Carley..." Jackson interrupted. "Just… Come back. You'd hurt the group more if you didn't. They all know it isn't you." 
 
      
 
    Carley hesitated, he started getting shaky and looking sick again. "Got it. So you'll follow the plan?" He asked. "You're the only one I can trust to stick to the plan and not try stopping me or going after me." 
 
      
 
    Jackson nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." Carley replied, then he took a deep breath and walked back to his tent with Damion. 
 
      
 
    Carley never went to sleep that night. At sunrise, Carley got out of his sleeping bag and pretended to accidentally trip over Damion as he left the tent. He fell to the ground by the entrance to the tent. 
 
      
 
    Damion was startled awake, and looked over at Carley. "Ow. You okay Carley?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "U-Um, yes." Carley replied. "I just needed to use the bathroom. I will be right back." 
 
      
 
    "You leaving the campsite?" Damion questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Well, yeah, I kinda have to." Carley pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Be careful." Damion said before rolling back over. He noticed that Carley left his stuff, including his new bow and sword, behind in the tent. 'He even went out there unarmed.' Damion thought. 
 
      
 
    Jackson watched as Carley left his tent, moving carefully to avoid being spotted by Matthew who was on watch. He walked out of the campsite and into the woods. As expected, a moment after, Jackson spotted Damion step out of the tent and follow Carley, within a few seconds the two of them were out of sight. 
 
      
 
    Jackson mostly stuck to the plan, he waited twenty minutes and neither of them returned. He let out a quiet sigh, then got up to start waking everyone up. 
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    — Chapter 7: Apex — 
 
      
 
    Carley slowly and cautiously walked a good distance from the camp. He could hear someone following him and made a point to lead them far away from the camp before he stopped in a small clearing and turned around. He waited a moment, and Damion stepped out of the trees and approached him. 
 
      
 
    "You shouldn't be out here alone Carley. But while we are here, why don't we take the moment to talk about your girlfriend." Damion started. 
 
      
 
    "You can cut the act Damion." Carley stared straight at him. "I know why you are here." 
 
      
 
    "What are you talking about?" Damion asked. 
 
      
 
    "You asked Olivia if she lost a loved one, back at the campfire. She said yes, and died that night. I didn't overhear your conversation with Dexter, but he was getting close to you, then he died. You asked Jake if he ever lost a loved one, he said yes, he died. You asked me if I lost a loved one, and at first I said no, and nothing happened. You asked Evelynn if she lost a loved one, she said yes and died. When Evelynn went missing and everyone got attacked by undead, I noticed you weren't there in that fight. Neither was Jackson or the kids, but I know it isn't Jackson." Carley started. 
 
      
 
    Carley paused for just a moment before continuing. "I spoke with Sarah, and she said you weren't in the fight with the goblins in the mall either, despite being assigned to work with Elliott and Brooke, and that's around the time Jake died. So, I lied. I told you I lost someone I loved, my girlfriend, to test a theory. I wanted to know if everyone who said yes to that question died. So I lied and changed my answer to yes." Carley continued. "And here you are, following me out into the woods. Explain yourself." 
 
      
 
    A wide grin spread across Damion's face and he laughed a little. "You are a sharp one, but if you knew it was me why did you bring me out here alone. That's not very bright." 
 
      
 
    "I had to find out for sure, there was still a chance it wasn't you. And I couldn't tell the others, I don't trust them not to overreact and jump the gun, plus if I was right, I don't want them to get hurt. I can handle you myself." Carley stated. He pulled out his dagger, which he had concealed under his shirt. As soon as he had the dagger in his hand he looked uneasy and a little shaky. 
 
      
 
    Damion's grin only widened and he started to laugh a little as he watched Carley pull out a dagger. He suddenly looked much more entertained, and interested then he did before. However, when he noticed Carley starting to get shaky his expression changed to one of disappointment. "I thought you were going to be a challenge. I thought this one might be interesting, but look at you." Damion scoffed. "You're already that afraid of me that you're shaking? You're wasting my time." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not afraid of you, Damion. I know I can beat you, but I've never killed anyone before, obviously, and bringing myself to kill you will be far harder than it would ever be to beat you. I-It makes me sick thinking about it." 
 
      
 
    "You're hopeless, you really came out here when you weren't ready to finish the job?" Damion laughed. "That is just disappointing, I was hoping this would be fun." He shook his head and drew his own dagger. "I'm not going to sit out here and chat all night." 
 
      
 
    With that Damion immediately sprinted after Carley, he moved incredibly fast and was lashing out with his dagger at Carley's chest within a split second. Carley moved quick, he sidestepped the blow and punched Damion in the face. Damion stumbled back a step or two, and was slightly bruised, but was otherwise unharmed. 
 
      
 
    "You can't hurt me without that dagger Carley. Too afraid to use it?" Damion taunted him as he spun around and lunged at Carley again. He stabbed his dagger for Carley's throat, but Carley sidestepped again and threw another punch for Damion's head. Damion ducked under the swing and attempted to grab Carley's arm, but Carley jumped back and avoided the grab. Damion lunged forward and shoved Carley to the ground, then tried to kick him, but Carley quickly rolled away as soon as he hit the ground. Carley sprang back onto his feet just in time to duck under Damion's dagger as he attempted to stab Carley's head. 
 
      
 
    Carley quickly slammed his fist into Damion's chest as hard as he could, but Damion was unfazed by it, Carley couldn't strike him hard enough to hurt him. Damion attempted to sweep Carley's legs, but Carley jumped over the attack. Before he could land Damion punched Carley, hard, in the chest. Carley was small, a whole foot shorter than Damion, he was also lightweight and fragile. The blow knocked him backwards a couple feet and broke one of his ribs again. 
 
      
 
    It didn't seem to bother him though, Carley got back up as if nothing had happened. He gripped his dagger a little tighter and glanced down at it. 'I have to just do it. I just need to do it.' He was snapped out of his thoughts when Damion slashed his dagger for Carley's face, Carley quickly blocked it with his own dagger and punched Damion in the head again. Damion pulled backwards and threw a kick back at Carley, which Carley quickly evaded. As Damion moved in he lashed out at Carley's head again with the dagger, but Carley sidestepped the blow and once again punched Damion in the face. 
 
      
 
    Carley quickly took a few steps back. 'I can't do it… I can't do it… I have to kill him, I have to… But I can't do it. I can't kill another person… What is wrong with me? He's going to hurt everyone, it's going to be my fault… I have to do this… Why can't I do this?' His body was starting to shake more and more, he was starting to go pale and was looking very sick. The more he tried to force himself to kill Damion, the sicker and sicker he was getting. 
 
      
 
    Damion rushed in and threw a left hook for Carley's head, but Carley ducked under the blow only to see the dagger being thrust at him. Carley stumbled backwards to evade the blade, then quickly blocked a follow-up kick from Damion with his arm. Despite blocking it, his arm let out a loud crack and the bone was fractured, Carley was far too frail for his arm to handle the blow. Before he could react Damion dashed forwards with another stab aimed towards Carley's chest, and Carley couldn't stumble out of the way quickly enough. The blade grazed his shoulder, leaving a deep slash. Carley immediately retaliated but punching Damion, hard, in the head with his fractured arm. Despite the pain he was in, and the pain from moving that arm, Carley was still able to use it and attack with it at nearly his full strength. The blow knocked Damion off balance and knocked him to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Carley gripped his dagger tighter and moved in to stab it down at Damion, but he hesitated before attacking and in that moment of hesitation Damion kicked him and knocked him onto his back. Carley and Damion both quickly got back onto their feet. As soon as he was back on his feet Damion jumped at Carley, forcing Carley to stumble to the side to evade getting knocked down and pinned. He immediately punched Damion in the head, knocking him right back to the ground again, then he kicked Damion in the head and quickly backed away again. Inwardly, he was bashing himself over and over for failing to do such a simple task, again. 
 
      
 
    'What is wrong with me? What the hell is wrong with me! Stop punching him and just stab him you useless dumbass! How worthless do you need to be to screw this up? … Why am I even trying?... If I can't do something as simple as this… I should just give up now, there's no point if I can't do it… It's not like I'm worth anything anyways…' Carley silently thought. He watched as Damion got back onto his feet. 'I mean… It's what I came out here for, wasn't it? That tiny hope that we'd take eachother out?... I should just stop resisting and let it happen if I'm going to be this useless…' The moment Carley decided to give up, he immediately calmed down, he stopped shaking, he didn't look as sick anymore. He took a deep breath and braced himself as he watched Damion charge him head-on. And Carley didn't move. 
 
      
 
    It was like time slowed down as he watched Damion running straight at him. He was finally relaxed, his mind was finally clear, but the words of Jackson and Elliott from yesterday echoed through his head. Everything else that happened over the last few days slowly also entered his mind, soon including Brooke, Sophia, Fate, and even Snipes. 'I can't… It would hurt them… They'd be better off without me though… I'm just dragging them down, they don't need me… But they'd be hurt if I died...' His thoughts were becoming more conflicted, but he still wouldn't move. Damion got within striking distance and thrust his dagger at Carley's heart, and Carley didn't move. Not until the very last second. Carley shifted just enough for the dagger to stab deep into his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Carley shouted in pain as the dagger stabbed into him, but he immediately grabbed Damion's hand and pushed his body closer to Damion, forcing the dagger deeper and holding it there to ensure that Damion couldn't pull it back out. 'What kind of f-ing idiot am I? It doesn't matter how damn useless I am, they need me, so it's on me to find some way to stop being worthless deadweight. And here I am, letting this depression get the better of me… Some friend I am…'' Carley inwardly kicked himself. 
 
      
 
    Damion tried pulling his dagger out of Carley to stab him again, but he couldn't, Carley was keeping too firm of a grip on it and was pressing it into himself. So instead Damion twisted the dagger and tried to push it deeper, causing Carley to scream out in pain. But Carley wouldn't let the dagger go, he grit his teeth and held it there. Thinking fast Damion quickly grabbed his pocket knife he had concealed under his own shirt and stabbed Carley in the stomach as quickly as he could. 
 
      
 
    Carley shouted in pain again and gripped his own dagger, while he had Damion held in place he closed his eyes and slammed the blade of the dagger into Damion's head. He felt his dagger strike it's target, he felt blood on his hand, he knew for sure that he hit his mark. 
 
      
 
    Carley immediately let go of Damion and took three steps back, stumbling with each step. His body was violently shaking, his breathing became heavier as he started struggling to breathe, and he quickly covered his mouth to try and resist the urge to puke. He was starting to cry. "I did it… I-I… I killed him…" He breathlessly murmured to himself. But he was snapped back to reality when he heard Damion starting to laugh. Carley opened his eyes and looked up to see that Damion was still standing. He clearly had a stab wound on his head, why was he still standing? Why was he laughing? 
 
      
 
    "Alright, credit where credit is due kid." Damion laughed. "I'm surprised you're still standing. And you actually used the dagger." He grinned. "Maybe this will be fun after all? You've outlasted all of the others." 
 
      
 
    '... Something isn't right… Why is he still alive?... Did I not pierce the skull? Maybe the skull was too thick… But, that shouldn't be an issue. What is going on?' Carley thought. His body stopped shaking, not due to him calming down, but due to him becoming so tense he couldn't shake anymore. He was hurt, bad, his pain tolerance was allowing him to ignore most of it, but this was too much for him. His wounds were starting to slow him down. 
 
      
 
    Damion came charging at him again, this time with both his knife and dagger. He opened up with a stab from his dagger towards Carley's throat, which Carley sidestepped only to see the knife being thrust at his face. Carley ducked under the blow and Damion immediately kicked him in the face, knocking Carley backwards and onto the ground. All of his wounds, the broken bones and the two stabwounds flared in pain as he hit the ground causing Carley to shout out in pain again, but he pushed through the pain and immediately flipped back onto his feet. 
 
      
 
    Damion was relentless though, he rushed after Carley and didn't even give him any time to regain his bearings. He rushed in and immediately swiped his knife for Carley's face. Carley ducked under the attack and thrust his own dagger for Damion's stomach. Damion quickly stepped back just enough to be out of Carley's short reach, then he threw his dagger high up into the air and used his free hand to grab Carley's dagger-wielding arm. He twisted Carley's arm, then stabbed his pocket knife into it and slashed his knife up Carley's arm in an attempt to get Carley to drop the dagger. But he didn't, he screamed out in pain again, but switched the dagger to his other hand. He spun around, cringing in pain as he twisted his own arm further in Damion's grip, and stabbed his dagger into Damion's chest. The dagger pierced the skin just enough to strike blood, but didn't pierce any further then that. Damion's chest was exposed, the tiny red hoodie he wore didn't cover much of anything, and he wore nothing under it. Carley was completely sure he didn't have any armor, why didn't the dagger pierce him? 
 
      
 
    Damion then kicked Carley to the ground, and caught his own dagger as it fell. In the brief moment he was distracted by his dagger, Carley threw his own dagger as hard as he could at Damion's face. He watched as the dagger struck Damion in the cheek, it only scratched him and fell to the ground. Damion was surprised by the attack, but laughed again. 
 
      
 
    "What… Are you?" Carley knew that he couldn't be human, there was no way. He stumbled back onto his feet, but by now blood loss was setting in. He was getting very lightheaded, he was struggling to focus, and his vision was blurring a little. He had to end this quickly, but how? It was painfully clear by now that his dagger was useless against Damion, it wasn't piercing him at all. If anything… By the way he was laughing and grinning... Damion seemed to be enjoying it… That was an unsettling bit of insight. 
 
      
 
    Damion just kept laughing. "I am a human Carley, do you not think I am?" He questioned, then he pulled two signet rings out of his pocket. "I found a signet ring back in the apartment in Oline city. I've had it ever since." He cackled. "After a couple days, I realized that blades no longer cut me. I also realized I could control blood. So please, keep stabbing me. It's only making me stronger." He laughed, as he picked up Carley's dagger and threw it back at him. 
 
      
 
    Carley quickly evaded the dagger, then stumbled over to pick it back up. He didn't intend on using it any more though. 'This is an unwinnable fight… I need to warn the others.' Carley thought as he quickly opened his virtual keyboard and immediately started trying to send a message to Brooke. Damion charged at Carley to try and stop him, but Carley was quickly and nimbly backing away and keeping his distance while he wrote the message. Damion couldn't catch him. 
 
      
 
    "No you don't!" Damion growled and he focused. Some of Damion's blood had gotten on Carley's arm when Carley first tried to stab him. That blood suddenly hardened, then it turned into a sharp spike that quickly extended and stabbed into Carley's shoulder, causing him to flinch. In that brief moment when he flinched Damion rushed in and grabbed Carley's arm, forcing him to press the cancel button and closing his virtual keyboard. 
 
      
 
    Carley immediately struck a pressure point in Damion's arm, forcing him to let go, and in the brief seconds Damion's arm was paralyzed, Carley turned and sprinted off into the forest as fast as his wounds allowed him to run. He was sure Jackson had moved the others already, they were safe for now. So he knew he just needed to run back to the village, Damion couldn't chase him there, and it would draw Damion even further away from the group. But Carley didn't make it far, he ran a good ten feet before his entire body suddenly locked up and he could no longer move. It was like something had frozen him in place, no matter how hard he tried he couldn't budge, he couldn't even speak. 
 
      
 
    Damion calmly walked over to Carley. He no longer looked amused, he was no longer smiling, he was glaring Carley down as he approached. "No! You do not run away, you do not call for help!" Damion screamed at him. "We are done playing!" 
 
      
 
    Damion furiously grabbed Carley by his neck and dragged him back to the center of the clearing. Carley was inwardly panicking and struggling to move, but he couldn't move a muscle. 
 
      
 
    'No! No! This is how he gets them?! THIS is how he does it?! Even Jackson can't stop him if he can do this! Nobody could stop this! I have to stop him! I have to stop him! What do I do?!' The thoughts were racing through his head, he was panicking more and more the closer he got to the center of the clearing. 
 
      
 
    Summoning all of his willpower Carley suddenly broke out of Damion's control, freeing his body from whatever spell Damion had used. He immediately spun around and slammed his fist into Damion's head. The adrenaline rushing through his body nulled the pain and gave him the strength to strike much harder then he normally could. 
 
      
 
    The blow knocked Damion to the ground and cracked the side of his skull, but also broke several of Carley's fingers and fractured his hand. Carley immediately jumped on top of Damion and began throwing punch after punch at his head, in a desperate attempt to stop him. He just kept swinging, using his adrenaline to hit harder than he normally could, with no regard for the damage he was doing to his own hand and arms. 
 
      
 
    Damion took three blows to the head before he regained his bearings and grabbed Carley's arms. He could tell Carley was much stronger then before, but that wasn't saying much considering how weak he was before. Damion was still stronger. Damion kneed Carley hard in the stomach, stunning him for a moment before he threw Carley off himself. 
 
      
 
    Damion stumbled back into his feet. Carley had finally hurt him, his head was spinning, his vision was blurring, and he started laughing. "I guess, you were fun in the end." He laughed, then he took control of the blood in Carley's body again and stopped him from moving. 
 
      
 
    Carley started trying to resist again, but he couldn't. He was exhausted and so badly hurt that he couldn't break free a second time. His arms hurt so much, everything hurt so badly, he couldn't move even if he wanted to. He was struggling to stay conscious. 'He's going to get away! He's going to hurt the others! I can't save them…' Carley was starting to cry, but there was nothing more he could do. He felt Damion pull his shirt off. It seemed like Damion was angry that there was already scars on Carley's back, Damion couldn't make his wing drawings here. But it didn't seem like that was going to stop him, because a moment later Carley felt the blade of the knife against his back. 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    — 
 
      
 
    Jackson sat on a log, waiting for Carley to come back to the camp. As each minute passed Jackson grew increasingly more uneasy. He had waited twenty minutes. "Alright, screw it." Jackson didn't give Carley the full thirty minutes he had requested, but he couldn't shake the bad feeling he was getting and he hated sitting on his hands. "Everybody up!" He called out a couple times as he packed up his tent, then went to pack up Carley's as well. When he noticed that Carley left his weapons behind he sighed, but he did also notice that his dagger wasn't there, so he knew Carley wasn't unarmed. He grabbed Carley's things while Fate, who had been on watch began to wake everyone. She wasn't sure why Jackson was trying to wake everyone, but assumed he had a good reason for it. 
 
      
 
    Everyone sleepily walked out of their tents and were all wondering what was going on. 
 
      
 
    "Come on, pack it up!" Jackson called out. 
 
      
 
    "What is going on?" Brooke asked. 
 
      
 
    "We need to pack up and move. Now." Jackson insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Why? What is going on?" Fate and Brooke both insisted, but they could sense the urgency in his tone and started packing their things as quickly as possible along with everyone else. 
 
      
 
    "This is Carley's plan, not mine. All we need to do is stick to it, and right now that means we move." Jackson insisted. 
 
      
 
    Everyone was hesitant about this whole plan, but they packed up the camp as quickly as they could and everyone left. They traveled straight south for about five minutes staying in the forest and stepping a good distance off their original path. 
 
      
 
    "Get some medical supplies ready, and stay here." Jackson ordered as he handed Carley's things to Fate and grabbed his own things and immediately left the camp. Everyone was rushing to follow the order and didn't notice Jackson leave the camp in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    As Jackson ran out of the camp he almost ran into a young woman who stumbled out of the trees. She stood at 5'4" with sharp blue eyes and long brown hair that reached her mid back. She wore a black hoodie and black leggings, and oddly enough had a pair of headphones around her neck. Jackson quickly changed his path and went to run around her, but was stopped in his tracks when she spoke. 
 
      
 
    "Are you one of Carley's friends?" She asked. "I saw Carley last night, at the big meeting in the center of town. But he left town with a group of people before I could find him. I was too afraid to go out at night, so I came looking for him this morning." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, why?" Jackson questioned. 
 
      
 
    "I'm Jess, Carley's girlfriend." Jess casually replied. 
 
      
 
    "Uhh… Camp's that way. Carley should be back soon." He pointed back at the camp. 
 
      
 
    Jess looked a little worried, the expression on his face and his demeanor told her something was wrong. But she nodded in agreement. "I'll go wait in the camp then." She said and headed in the direction Jackson pointed, and Jackson ran off after Carley again. 
 
      
 
    As Jess approached the campsite the group was almost in a slight frenzy trying to figure out what was going on. 
 
      
 
    "Carley is missing, of course." Brooke called out. 
 
      
 
    "Jackson's gone." Fate added. "Why did he lead us over here if he was just going to run off?" 
 
      
 
    "What's the plan? What are we supposed to do?" Elliott worriedly questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Damion isn't here either." Matthew spoke up. 
 
      
 
    As soon as they heard those words Elliott and Brooke froze. "No…" Elliott murmured as the realization hit them. 
 
      
 
    "He… Wasn't sleeping in front of that door to protect Damion and keep the killer out… It WAS Damion, he was keeping Damion contained. Shit!" Brooke nearly shouted. 
 
      
 
    "What do we do?" Elliott looked around, as if he could find an answer in this camp. 
 
      
 
    "Are you guys Carley's friends?" Jess asked. 
 
      
 
    Most of the people at the campsite stopped and turned to Jess. "Yes. Who are you?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    "I am Jess, Carley's girlfriend. I ran into another man running out of the camp a moment ago, he directed me here." She replied. 
 
      
 
    "Did he say where he was going?" Brooke worriedly spoke up, ignoring the first part of her statement for now. 
 
      
 
    "No. But he said Carley was coming back here soon, and he seemed really worried." Jess replied as she took a seat on a nearby log. 
 
      
 
    "Which way did he go?" Elliott hurriedly asked, and Jess pointed in a north west direction. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, let's go!" Fate called out as she ran out of the camp. Sophia ran with her and was just a couple steps behind. 
 
      
 
    "The rest of us will stay behind to guard the camp, and the kids." George stated. 
 
      
 
    "But I wanna go help!" Snipes argued, and Inami nodded. 
 
      
 
    "No. You're both staying here." George insisted. 
 
      
 
    Elliott and Brooke nodded, "Alright, thanks." Brooke said to them before the two of them started to run off, but they stopped after a few steps. "Jess, right? Lets go! We need to hurry!" Brooke shot her a questioning look with she didn't get up. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not going." Jess stated. "I'm not a fighter, I'll wait for everyone to bring him back here." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean you're not going? That's your… Um, partner out there!" Brooke nearly shouted back at her. 
 
      
 
    "I-I'm not a fighter, I'm lucky I worked up the courage to cross the forest alone. If there's some killer out there, I'm not going anywhere near it." Jess argued. "I can wait here, I know he will be okay, he'll be back soon." She added as she put her headphones on as a clear indication that she was not going to argue this any further. 
 
      
 
    Brooke looked about ready to yell at her, but Elliott spoke up instead. "Comeon Brooke, we don't have time to argue." He said as he grabbed Brooke's arm and pulled her away from Jess. Then the two of them ran off into the forest to find Carley. By now, everyone was split up into groups of two. All except Jackson, who was alone. 
 
      
 
    Jackson didn't know what to expect when he caught up with Carley and Damion. He knew Carley wasn't as weak as the others thought he was, but Damion was an unknown. Jackson's mind defaulted to the worst case scenario. 
 
      
 
    As he ran into the clearing he spotted Damion kneeling beside Carley's lifeless body. Carley clearly did a number on Damion's face, Damion was halfway through carving the wings into Carley's back with a pocketknife, but when Jackson walked into the clearing he stopped and grinned. "Good evening Jackson." He started to stand up. "This... this should be fun. I won't need to hold back." 
 
      
 
    Jackson looked down at Carley's body, then back up at Damion. He was a little thrown off by the Damion's insane demeanor, he wasn't like this before. Jackson squeezed the grip of his cudgel as he stared down Damion, ready to take him out. 
 
      
 
    "So that religious shit was all an act, huh?" Jackson said. 
 
      
 
    Damion shook his head. "Of course not, why would you say that? I am helping him. His girlfriend is dead, I am reuniting them, so he will no longer miss her. He shall become an angel." 
 
      
 
    Jackson's nostrils flared and his eyes intensified. "Is that right…?" 
 
      
 
    "You've lost someone too, have you not? You're distant from everyone, emotionally and physically. The way you treat the group, you've lost someone close to you before and now you won't let anyone else in. It was your fault, wasn't it?" 
 
      
 
    Jackson's face tensed. 
 
      
 
    "It's written on your face. But I doubt you'll ever be able to see her again, you don't seem to be the type who will become an angel." Damion stated flatly. "We'll find out soon enough though. But if you see her again, what will she think? It's your fault she's dead, will she hate you?" He didn't know much about Jackson, but was grasping at straws in an attempt to set him off. He pointed down at Carley. "Was this your fault too?" 
 
      
 
    "Enough…" Jackson insisted. He tightened his grip on his cudgel and charged toward Damion. 
 
      
 
    Damion watched Jackson as he charged, and started laughing. He cut his own wrists just enough to make them bleed, and made sure to get the blood on his weapons. He watched as Jackson rushed in and prepared for the man to strike him with the cudgel, but jackson didn't. Jackson immediately tried to tackle him, and Damion only just barely side-stepped the attack. Damion took a step back to regain distance and watched as Jackson spun around and charged at him again. 
 
      
 
    Watching him charge in a second time, Damion threw his knife at Jackson, who quickly sidestepped the knife and kept charging. But before he could reach Damion he suddenly felt something stab into his back, striking his left shoulder. He quickly moved away from Damion and spun around to see who had stabbed him, but nobody was there, the bloody knife was levitating on it's own. 
 
      
 
    Damion's dagger flew back to him and he caught it, then he charged at Jackson. Trying to end this quickly, Jackson grabbed his combat knife. As Damion lunged in to attack, with a stab at Jackson's chest, Jackson quickly ducked under the blow and slashed his knife across Damion's stomach. But… It barely cut into him. Thinking fast, Jackson punched Damion in the stomach, knocking him to the ground. Immediately, Jackson jumped on top of him and drove his knife down into Damion's head. The tip of the knife's blade snapped on contact, it barely even pierced the skin. 
 
      
 
    Jackson suddenly understood why Carley lost this fight, Carley came here with nothing but a dagger… Clearly Damion couldn't be hurt by blades, but judging by how bruised and swollen his head was it seemed like Carley was onto something. 
 
      
 
    Jackson had to quickly jump off Damion when Damion tried to stab him again, but as soon as he jumped back the blood on the ground hardened and shot up at Jackson, turning into a spike that stabbed through his leg. Jackson held back from shouting out in pain. He stumbled a step back, only to see Damion lunging at him again, stabbing a knife for Jackson's face as he laughed maniacally. The grin on Damion's face clearly showed that he was really enjoying this. Jackson sidestepped the first attack, then had to quickly back up to evade a second swing that came at him. He swung his cudgel at Damion's head but Damion ducked under the blow. Jackson quickly moved in to kick Damion while he was low to the ground, but Damion caught the kick and immediately went to stab Jackson's leg. 
 
      
 
    Jackson slammed his cudgel down into Damion's head right as Damion stabbed the knife into his good leg. Damion was knocked to the ground, but two more blood spikes sprang out of the ground, forcing Jackson to jump backwards to evade them. Damion picked his knife back up and threw it at Jackson again. Jackson sidestepped it, and this time knew to keep track of the knife for when it came back. He was struggling to stand now, both of his legs were badly injured. He looked back at Damion and couldn't understand why he wasn't going down, that was a heavy blow to the head, he shouldn't have been able to get back up. 
 
      
 
    Damion did seem hurt by the blow, he was stumbling a little and trying to regain his bearings. Jackson took advantage of the moment to rush in as quickly as he could and slam his cudgel into Damion's ribs, knocking him backwards. But Damion wasn't knocked over, he kept his footing and immediately ran back after Jackson after. 
 
      
 
    As Damion lunged in for his next attack jackson quickly grabbed Damion's arm with his free hand, and immediately slammed his cudgel into Damion's head, twice. But right after the second swing Jackson felt a sharp stabbing pain in his hand. Damion's blood had sharpened into multiple spikes which had stabbed through Jackson's free hand in several places. Jackson was forced to let go before he lost his hand to this magic, he quickly backed up to put distance between them again. And he finally saw some sort of reaction from Damion. 
 
      
 
    Damion took a few steps back and started clutching his head in pain. It was a sign that Jackson's attacks were causing damage, not nearly as much as they should, but Damion was hurt. Jackson took advantage of Damion being stunned, and charged at him head-on, intent on finishing this. But before Jackson could reach him, suddenly his entire body froze. Jackson was rendered unable to move. 
 
      
 
    "My head!" Damion groaned in pain. "You hurt me! You really hurt me!... I like you. But, I will not let you kill me. No, that must not happen." He laughed a little. "The game is over now." While Jackson was unable to move Damion grabbed his dagger and started walking back over to him. Jackson was struggling more and more as Damion approached, but he couldn't budge. Damion kept getting closer, and closer, and then he suddenly tripped over something and fell on his face. 
 
      
 
    Jackson glanced down at Damion, only to see that Carley had used what little strength he had left to drag himself over to the fight. He had grabbed Damion's leg, and tripped him. But Carley was in terrible shape, he was barely clinging onto life. 
 
      
 
    As Damion fell he lost focus on his spell and Jackson broke free. Jackson started to immediately strike Damion as hard as he could with the cudgel, and got three strikes in before Damion locked Jackson's body in place again, causing Jackson to furiously growl at him. 
 
      
 
    Damion shakily stood back up, keeping his focus on Jackson for now. "No." He shook his head and laughed a little. "You can't kill me." While Jackson was unable to move he took Jackson's cudgel away and threw it into the forest, then thrust his dagger for Jackson's throat. At the last second Jackson took control of his own body back and broke himself free. He stumbled back, evading the attack. 
 
      
 
    Damion was getting pissed now. He focused and all the blood on the ground rose up and turned into hundreds of small, sharp needles. Like an angry swarm of wasps all the needles began swarming around Jackson. He was trying to quickly evade the swarm but they moved far too fast, he couldn't get out of it and there was far too many attacking at once for him to evade them all. 
 
      
 
    The needles were leaving him with cuts, and very small stabwounds everywhere. Jackson knew he couldn't evade this attack, so instead he tried to ignore it and charge Damion head-on. He rushed in and threw a right hook for Damion's head, but Damion backstepped the blow. In a panicked attempt to end this Jackson threw a kick for Damion's ribs, but Damion easily caught his leg again, the wounds were drastically reducing Jackson's strength. Damion shoved Jackson backwards, knocking him to the ground since Jackson couldn't maintain his balance on his wounded leg. 
 
      
 
    As Damion moved in Jackson quickly swept his legs, knocking him to the ground. Then Jackson quickly got back onto his feet. Damion started to stand up, but before he could fully stand Jackson threw a powerful kick at Damion's ribs, knocking him aside. Damion hit the ground hard and quickly flipped back onto his feet, but he stumbled a little, the excessive use of his magic and his wounds were getting to him, he was exhausted and struggling to stay standing. 
 
      
 
    Jackson stumbled towards Damion, his body was so badly torn up, and he had lost so much blood by now that he was fighting to stay conscious. He watched as Damion threw both the dagger and knife at him, and he went to quickly sidestep them, but before he could move Damion locked him in place. Jackson tried to break free, but couldn't. Although Damion had been hit in the head so many times by now that his aim was off, he had aimed them both for Jackson's head, and was using his signet skill to control them to keep them on target, but ultimately the pocketknife struck Jackson's shoulder and the dagger struck his stomach. 
 
      
 
    In a final burst of strength, Jackson broke free from the grasp Damion's signet had on him and charged Damion head-on. Moving far faster then he normally could, he slammed his fist into Damion's face before Damion could even move. As Damion fell Jackson kneed him hard in the head, knocking Damion back up onto his feet before Jackson struck him with a powerful right hook to the temple and a jab to the throat, throwing Damion backwards and sending him skidding across the ground. 
 
      
 
    Jackson watched as Damion slowly got back onto his feet, Damion looked like he was barely able to stand now. Jackson braced himself and started to charge at Damion again, intent on finally finishing him off. But before he could reach Damion, his legs gave out from under him and he collapsed to the ground. His body could not take anymore. 
 
      
 
    Damion stumbled over to Jackson, he couldn't even walk in a straight line at this point. He was clutching his head and looked to be in a lot of pain, but he was grinning, and laughing. "I've never had this much fun before." He laughed. "You, will be one to be remembered." Damion retrieved his knives from Jackson, and was about to stab his dagger into Jackson's head when he was suddenly shot in the side of the head with an arrow. The blow knocked Damion over, but the arrow still did not pierce his skin. He slowly got back up. 
 
      
 
    "Found them! Hurry!" Sophia called out as she pulled back another arrow. 
 
      
 
    Damion watched as Fate, Elliott, and Brooke also ran into the clearing. Seeing them all, and knowing how bad his current condition was, he turned and ran into the forest as quickly as his wounds allowed him to. A raven that had been sitting in a nearby tree took flight and followed Damion. 
 
      
 
    Sophia started to run after Damion, but she stopped when she heard Fate shout to her. 
 
      
 
    "Don't chase him! He took down Jackson, we won't stand a chance against him by ourselves. We can't separate." Fate called out as her, Brooke and Elliott ran over to Carley and Jackson's bodies. 
 
      
 
    It didn't look good. Fate quickly checked Jackson's pulse since he was the closest. "He's still alive!" She called to the others. 
 
      
 
    Jackson was still lying on the ground. He was seemingly half out of it, and attempting to move, but to no success. 
 
      
 
    Elliott, Brooke, and Sophia rushed over to Carley. Elliott quickly checked his pulse, it took him a second to find it but he turned to the others "Carley's still alive! But she won't be for long, we have to do something fast!" 
 
      
 
    "I have two potions!" Sophia called out. 
 
      
 
    "Carley won't survive the five minutes." Elliott stated. 
 
      
 
    "Give Carley the potion." Sarah stated as she walked out into the clearing and approached the group's "It will buy us a little extra time. Give one to Jackson as well. He should be fine with just the one." 
 
      
 
    "Alright." Sophia said as she handed a potion to Fate and Elliott. They both poured the potions down Jackson and Carley's throats, Fate helped Jackson and Elliott assisted Carley. As they did so Sarah held onto a small necklace she was wearing and closed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "What do we do now?" Brooke worriedly asked. 
 
      
 
    "Just hang on. I called my friend, he'll be here in just a minute and will help us get Carley to the hospital real quick." Sarah replied. 
 
      
 
    Everyone anxiously waited for what felt like an eternity, until suddenly a large wyvern swooped over the trees. It then turned around and came back, gently landing in the clearing. Everyone who could move immediately panicked and grabbed their weapons, but Sarah quickly shouted at them to stop. 
 
      
 
    "This is my friend, Charley. He's friendly." Sarah informed them. 
 
      
 
    Upon closer inspection, it would seem like Charley had a pretty bad stab wound on his side that looked like it was old and mostly recovered, and he had a necklace around his neck that was very similar to Sarah's. "I came as quickly as I could, who needs help?" Charley asked Sarah, she was the only one who could understand what he was saying. 
 
      
 
    "This one." Sarah pointed at Carley. "Be gentle, she's barely alive." 
 
      
 
    The big Wyvern walked over and gently picked up Carley's body with it's two, short front arms. It was being very careful not to use the sharp claws it had. "Got her." Charley answered. "Will she make it?" 
 
      
 
    "If we move quick, maybe." Sarah stated. "You got a secure grip?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes." Charley nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, let's go." She said as she climbed up onto Charley's back. "Everyone stay with Jackson until he's recovered, then go wait for us at the camp, I'll let you know if Carley survives and will come back as soon as I can." 
 
      
 
    "Is there room for one more?" Brooke asked. "If Carley wakes up alone, in a room full of people she doesn't know, she's going to be terrified." 
 
      
 
    Sarah turned and repeated the question to Charley, since he couldn't understand Brooke. Then she turned back to Brooke. "Charley says it's okay." 
 
      
 
    Brooke turned to Elliott, silently offering to let him go. But Elliott shook his head. "You go. I'll wait for you guys back at the camp." 
 
      
 
    "You sure?" Brooke questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, go ahead. She'd probably prefer you there anyways." Elliott said. 
 
      
 
    "Not true, I'm sure she'd be happy with either of us there." Brooke argued., but she didn't want to delay this any longer and quickly climbed onto Charley's back. 
 
      
 
    "Hold onto me." Sarah instructed, and once Brooke was holding on she gave Charley the go ahead to take off. Charley took flight and flew off towards the village. 
 
      
 
    Everyone waited with Jackson for the potion to run its course, and once the paralysis wore off they all walked back to the camp. The air was tense, this wasn't like the other people they had lost, they were all strangers and acquaintances. Carley had become a close friend to Brooke, Elliott, Sophia, Snipes, and Fate. It hit them all a lot harder than any of the other deaths they had faced. 
 
      
 
    They got back to camp and anxiously awaited Sarah's message. 
 
      
 
    "Jess." Elliott started, getting her attention first so she would take off her headphones. "They took Carley to the medical center in Belle village Do you want to go back to be with her?" 
 
      
 
    "That's… All the way on the other side of the forest. I can't go back through there again. It's far too dangerous." Jess lowered her head. 
 
      
 
    "I can escort you through the forest." Elliott offered. 
 
      
 
    Jess shook her head. "It's too dangerous, I'll wait here." 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to go either way, so you can just come with me." Elliott offered again. 
 
      
 
    "You're going?" Sophia asked. "Can I come along?" 
 
      
 
    "You sure?" Elliott asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, we haven't talked much but Carley is a friend." Sophia stated. 
 
      
 
    "Me too." Snipes spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "I'll come as well. Carley seems really depressed, it might cheer her up to see all her friends around when she wakes up." Fate replied. 
 
      
 
    "Sarah told everyone to stay." Jackson spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "I know, but this is important. We'll be okay." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    Jackson wasn't in the mood to argue, so he let it go. 
 
      
 
    Elliott nodded and turned back to Jess. "See? You can just come back with us. You'll be safe." 
 
      
 
    Jess shook her head. "The forest scared me enough the first time, I want to leave the forest, not spend more time in it. I do not want to go back through it, I'm too scared to, I'll wait here with the others." 
 
      
 
    "But, you're still in the forest now." Elliott pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "You don't need to remind me. At least here I can step into a tent and put on my headphones to forget where I am." Jess stated, she seemed a little angry with him for bringing it up. 
 
      
 
    Elliott sighed and shook his head, he was starting to understand why Carley was so sure she wouldn't survive. "Lets go." He said to the others as they left the camp and headed back towards the village as quickly as they could. 
 
      
 
    They ran through the forest and managed to make it back in just over an hour. They all rushed into the medical center, asking the first doctor they saw for Carley's room number, and then rushing off to the room. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Sarah were surprised to see them all rush in. "How's she doing?" Sophia asked as she walked in, but when she saw Carley lying on the bed, shirtless, she immediately held out a hand to stop Elliott and Snipes from walking in. 
 
      
 
    "It's okay Sophia." Brooke briefly laughed. "Carley's a guy." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, is he…?" Sophia asked as she took a seat beside Brooke. Fate sat on the counter beside Fate, while Elliott and Snipes stood in the corner of the room. 
 
      
 
    Brooke nodded "Probably." 
 
      
 
    "Well, that explains a lot." Sophia stated and Brooke nodded in agreement. Sophia grabbed a nearby spare blanket and tossed it over Carley's torso, just to keep him covered, she assumed he would appreciate it. 
 
      
 
    "Cathrine and a couple others healed all of his wounds, he was so badly damaged that it took quite a while. Cathrine was saying she has no idea how he survived, that should have killed him." Brooke explained and Sarah nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Well, it's Carley." Fate stated. "She might be the weakest in the group, but she's got a hell of a lot of willpower when she decides to use it. She must have been clinging onto life with sheer willpower alone." 
 
      
 
    "She… Let go towards the end." Brooke spoke up. "She was holding on until Sarah and I described Damion and said that he was driven away but was still alive. Then, suddenly they started to lose Carley, fast. The healers here are pretty good." 
 
      
 
    Sarah nodded. "That's the strength of having a full community of people who are all doing what they love." She replied. 
 
      
 
    Carley suddenly took a deep breath and opened his eyes. He didn't move but his eyes darted around as much of the room as he could see from where he was lying. "I'm… Still alive?" He murmured to himself, and a moment later his eyes started to water and a few tears ran down his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    Elliott looked concerned. "Carley, you alright?" 
 
      
 
    Brooke gently placed a hand on his wrist, and Carley didn't jump this time, mostly because he just heard Elliott speak. "We're all here Carley, you're okay. Welcome back." 
 
      
 
    Carley wiped his tears and calmed down a little. He wrapped the blanket around himself to cover his entire torso, back and front, to hide his scars from everyone as he sat up and looked around. "You brought me to a hospital?" 
 
      
 
    "The medical center in Belle village. Sarah brought you here." Brooke answered. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, you and Brooke got to ride a wyvern, and you missed it because you were knocked out." Sarah teased. 
 
      
 
    Brooke laughed a little and nodded. "Yeah, that was pretty cool." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry… Is everyone okay?" Carley asked. "What happened to Damion?" 
 
      
 
    "We are all okay." Elliott replied, he paused for a moment to think about whether he should mention Jackson being hurt or not. He didn't want to make Carley feel bad, but ultimately he decided that honesty was best. "Jackson found you first, he fought Damion and was hurt pretty badly, but he's okay now. Then the rest of us found you and Jackson. Damion was in pretty bad shape, and he fled." 
 
      
 
    Carley looked a little worried and scared. "Do not fight Damion. Stay far away from him. He's got an incredibly powerful signet skill, apparently he found it in Oline city. If I knew he was that strong, I wouldn't have tried to do this alone. We can't fight him." 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, it's not your fault." Fate insisted. "If he becomes a problem again we will all fight him, together. He can't take us all on. But I get the feeling that he won't be coming back, Jackson got him pretty good." 
 
      
 
    "Still, I'm sorry. I screwed up." Carley sighed. 
 
      
 
    "It's fine, we found the killer and it's over now." Brooke stated. 
 
      
 
    "Your girlfriend, Jess, is waiting for you in the camp." Elliott spoke up, trying to change the subject and cheer Carley up. 
 
      
 
    Carley looked a little relieved, but very worried now. "She… Is alive? We need to bring her back to the village, she can't be out in this world." Carley went to get out of bed but stopped himself and blushed slightly. "Can someone get me a shirt? I know, I don't need one, but it's a bit awkward. Not having one is making me a bit uncomfortable." 
 
      
 
    Fate nodded "I got it." She said as she quickly left the room. A few minutes later she came back with Cathrine. Cathrine was carrying a black t-shirt and hoodie, along with a small bag full of medical supplies. She handed all of them to Carley. 
 
      
 
    "Here, Fate told me about you losing your hoodie for bandages, so here's a new one and some bandages so you don't need to do that again. The clothes are a size small, I hope they fit." Cathrine said with a smile. "They told me last night that you are learning healing magic, and you seem to really put everyone else first. You'd make a good doctor here, if you want to stay I'm sure we can get you a job here in the medical center. You can help people here, and learn much better healing magic." She offered. 
 
      
 
    Carley thought about it and nodded a little. "Thank you, I would really appreciate that, but not right now. I want to stay with my friends. But maybe in the future, when we come back here and we're done adventuring. If we're not out of the game by then." 
 
      
 
    Cathrine smiled back and nodded "Of course! There's not enough people out there who want to work as a healer, and even less of those who genuinely enjoy doing this and helping people. We'll probably always need more, so do what you need to do and come find us when you're ready. In the meantime, keep yourself safe, alright?" As she said that last part she looked a little more sternly into his eyes, causing Carley to sheepishly look away. 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Carley replied as he quickly put the shirt and hoodie on. "And thank you." 
 
      
 
    Cathrine nodded a little. "No problem. We want to make sure our future doctor comes back." She replied. "I need to get back to work, good luck on your adventures." She added as she turned to leave. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, let's get back to camp." Elliott spoke up as they started to leave the medical center. Carley stuck close to the others as they walked back to the camp, by the time they got there it was starting to get dark again and the others had decided to just keep the camp where it was for now. They had set up the barrier around the campsite and set up the tents like they did before. Jess was already asleep by herself in the spare tent by the time they returned. When given a choice on where he would sleep, Carley chose to stay with his friends, in the tent with Elliott and Brooke. He was willingly sleeping in the camp with everyone else for the first time. Chloe, feeling like the odd one out, shared the tent with Jess, and Sophia joined Fate and Inami. 
 
      
 
    Next Chapter: The Beginning, of a New Adventure. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8: A New Adventure 
 
      
 
      
 
    —Chapter 8: A New Adventure — 
 
      
 
    Brooke was woken up when she felt something bump into her. She rolled over to spot Carley, who was sleeping between her and Elliott, shaking in his sleep. She glanced at Elliott who seemed to already be awake and he looked concerned. 
 
      
 
    Elliott took Carley's hand, then Brooke took his other hand and he seemed to tense for a moment but then he relaxed and stopped shaking. 
 
      
 
    "I'm surprised." Elliott said as he sat up. "His girlfriend was here but he chose to stay with us. He left her in the extra tent alone." 
 
      
 
    "Chloe joined her." Brooke pointed out. She sat up as well, but there wasn't much room in this tent so they couldn't really stand in here. "But after what she said yesterday, I'm not surprised. He was in danger and she wouldn't come to help. She wouldn't even come to visit him in the hospital. I woulda dropped her too." 
 
      
 
    "Carley did say she wouldn't survive in this world, this is probably what she was talking about. Jess may have honestly believed she couldn't survive another walk through the forest. And she may have been right." Elliott pointed out. "We are strangers to her, she probably doesn't trust us to protect her." 
 
      
 
    "If she's unable to survive and protect herself then she needs to go back to the village." Brooke stated coldly. "If someone you care about is in danger you do everything you can to get to them. That goes double if you're in a relationship. I can't stand people who would sit back and do nothing. It's selfish, I hate selfish people." 
 
      
 
    Elliott shook his head "Don't be so quick to judge, Carley picked her to be her girlfriend, so there must be something more to Jess then we see." 
 
      
 
    "Unless she's taking advantage of Carley. Carley is so soft, it wouldn't be hard. I doubt Carley would leave her if she did." Brooke pointed out. 
 
      
 
    As she spoke Carley groaned quietly and slowly started to sit up. For a moment he froze and was startled when he saw other people near him, but then he remembered where he was and relaxed. "Oh… Good morning." 
 
      
 
    "How are you feeling?" Elliott questioned. 
 
      
 
    "I'm feeling alright." Carley replied. "Thank you." 
 
      
 
    Brooke hesitated a little, it was clear a question was burning in her mind and she had to ask. But she wasn't sure if she should. "Carley, personal question but it's important, I need to know. Where did the scars on your back come from?" 
 
      
 
    Carley's eyes widened a little and he immediately looked uncomfortable. "From Damion, of course." 
 
      
 
    "No Carley, the other scars. There was a lot of them that weren't from Damion." Brooke pointed out. 
 
      
 
    Carley looked more uncomfortable "U-Um, no they were all Damion." He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "Carley." Elliott stepped in to assist. "We know for sure a lot of them were not from Damion." 
 
      
 
    Carley lowered his head. "They are from the real world." 
 
      
 
    "We won't press for details." Brooke started "But I have to know, who did it?" 
 
      
 
    "I-I'd rather not discuss that." Carley replied. 
 
      
 
    "Was it Jess?" Brooke stopped skirting the issue and got straight to the point. 
 
      
 
    "No… Of course not." Carley quietly murmured. 
 
      
 
    "Jess treats you well, right?" Brooke questioned. 
 
      
 
    "I am confused." Carley looked around at the two of them. "Why so many questions about my relationship?" 
 
      
 
    "Honestly, we met Jess before coming after you yesterday. She wandered into the camp looking for you." Brooke started to explain. "And I'm not going to go into details, but she raised a few red flags so to speak." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, and considering your general fear of physical contact, it is a little strange that you have a girlfriend. Physical contact is pretty much a major part of a relationship." Elliott added. 
 
      
 
    Brooke nodded. "And then you didn't go with her when we returned. Which we are really happy about, mind you, but it all just paints the picture of an abusive relationship. And we know if you were in a relationship like that, you wouldn't do anything about it. That's just who you are, you'd rather make them happy then take care of yourself." She hesitated a little. "And I'm sorry for being so blunt and pushy, I know we shouldn't. It's just, you don't tell us anything. If we don't ask and push for an answer, we'll never know." 
 
      
 
    "O-Oh, I'm sorry I worried everyone." Carley lowered his head a little. "But it's okay, she's a good person. It doesn't always come across that way, and she's not good at showing it sometimes, but she's a good person. She has good intentions. She has never harmed me, and I do not believe she ever would." 
 
      
 
    Brooke let out a small sigh of relief, deciding to give Jess a second chance. "Alright, that's all we needed to know. Thank you." 
 
      
 
    Carley nodded. "I… Um, I learned my lesson with Damion." He lowered his head. "I'm going to try to talk more and hide less." 
 
      
 
    "That would be appreciated." Elliott replied and Brooke nodded. 
 
      
 
    The three of them left the tent and wandered about the camp a little. Fate was by the campfire cooking bacon and eggs. 
 
      
 
    "Where'd you find that?" Brooke asked as she approached Fate. 
 
      
 
    "In the village. George, Matthew, and I all stocked up on food for the group while we were there. I also grabbed some plates." Fate replied. She handed a plate to each of them, although Carley hesitated and didn't take his. 
 
      
 
    "There's enough for everyone, right?" Carley questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Of course." Fate nodded and Carley took the plate, then sat down beside Brooke and Elliott. 
 
      
 
    Fate would continue handing the plates out to everyone as they woke up. When Inami walked out of her tent and spotted Carley sitting on the ground by the fire she quickly ran over and tackled him to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Carley let out a panicked yelp, and at first he started to freak out but when he noticed it was just Inami he relaxed slightly. 
 
      
 
    "You okay! I worried!" Inami cheered. 
 
      
 
    Carley laughed a little and gently pat her head. "I'm okay. I'm surrounded by friends who are looking out for me. As long as they are by my side I'll always be okay." 
 
      
 
    "You need to remember that, and stick to it Carley." Sophia stated as she stepped out of the tent and joined everyone by the fire. "That wasn't the first time you nearly got yourself killed. You really need to take a step back and walk alongside us, not in front of us. We need to tackle things together, not alone." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, I was just… I thought I could handle it, I was sure that even if I lost I'd take him with me. Honestly I thought that's how it would've ended, with both of us dead. But he… He wasn't human, my knife couldn't even scratch him. He claimed it was his signet skill that gave him that power." Carley shook his head. "But he was a monster, I can tell, he was a monster long before entering this game." Carley lowered his head. "I'm sorry." 
 
      
 
    "So what's the plan from now on?" George asked as he left his tent. 
 
      
 
    "Jackson and Sarah are leaving to go off on their own. So that leaves just us to tackle the dungeon, but we can handle it." Fate replied. "We should head straight there and back, so we don't run out of food." 
 
      
 
    "I need to escort Jess back to the village." Carley spoke up. "But I promise, I'll be safe and will catch up with everyone after." 
 
      
 
    "Carley, you're staying with me." Jess spoke up. "I finally found you, I'm not going to lose you again." She stood behind where Carley was sitting and placed a hand on his head, gently ruffling his hair for a moment to let him know she was there. Carley didn't flinch or freeze like he usually did when people touched him. He recognized her touch and looked a little relaxed. 
 
      
 
    Carley looked up at her and she smiled back. "These are my new friends." Carley started, then he introduced everyone. "I do not want to stay in the village, I'm going to go traveling, I'm going to stick with my friends. As much as I'd like you to come, you can't. You need to stay in the village where it's safe. We have that messenger thing we can use to keep in touch, and I'll visit as much as I can." He explained. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Jess shook her head. "You are not fit for a world like this Carley, neither of us are. People like us, we will die out here... You almost did! I need you… Don't do that to me." 
 
      
 
    "I thought you were dead, and depression got the better of me. I'm okay now. I'm not going to die." Carley countered. 
 
      
 
    "We keep each other alive, remember? We need each other, don't do this to me. Just stay in the village with me." Jess was starting to cry. 
 
      
 
    When Carley noticed her starting to cry he tensed a little, then stood up with a lowered head. As he stood, Jess moved towards him and they hugged until Jess was calm. "I made up my mind a couple days ago, that if we both somehow survived that this is how it would need to be. I can't sit back and do nothing, I have to do something to try and find a way out of this game. And I can't do that in town. I have to be out here, I have to do something. And you need to stay in the village." 
 
      
 
    Jess looked like she was starting to get upset again as Carley spoke. "If it's that important to you, then I'll stay out here with you." She murmured in a defeated tone. 
 
      
 
    "No way, you can't survive out here." Carley shook his head. "You're not fit for this kind of world, and I mean that in the nicest way possible. You're controlled too much by fear." 
 
      
 
    "Neither are you." Jess interjected. "You're controlled by fear, just as much as I am. But you're also liable to just throw your life away for someone else without second thought, and you're still…" She hesitated as she searched for the right word. "I still don't trust you not to take your own life, or to not do something that you know would result in your death. You need to be in the village just as much as I do. If you're going to stay out here then I am too, someone has to make sure you take care of yourself." 
 
      
 
    "I can resist the fear when I need to, you can not, and I've gotten better. What happened before was just because I thought you were gone. Plus, I've survived worse, I'll be fine." Carley quietly argued. 
 
      
 
    "Just because you survived worse doesn't mean you will survive it again. You always go off on me about probabilities when I'm worrying about something, so take your own advice. No matter how many times you've survived, it doesn't mean you'll survive again. It just means the probability is lower that you'll survive another one." Jess stood up a little taller, and started to speak in a more assertive tone. "I'm staying with you. Nothing you can do about that." She paused for a moment. "You know I am right." She added. 
 
      
 
    Carley sighed and nodded. "I know, but I don't want you out here. I'm aware it's a selfish request, but still. You can stay if it's important to you, but please understand that I really think it's a bad idea." He relented before sitting back down in his spot, on the grass by the fire between Elliott and Brooke. 
 
      
 
    Jess shook her head. "I have to stay with you, I can't be apart from you again." She stated then took some of the food from Fate and sat down between Carley and Brooke, forcing Brooke to move aside to make space. 
 
      
 
    The others were just awkwardly standing around, unsure of what to say or do. 
 
      
 
    Everyone else began to wake up and eat their meals. Once everyone was awake and fed, they walked out of the forest. When they stepped into the big open field they had been in before, Sarah and Jackson moved in front to address the rest of the group. 
 
      
 
    "This is where we say our goodbyes." Sarah spoke up. "Jackson has something important he needs my help with, so I'm going with him. We are not going to the dungeon." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you. And good luck." Carley said to them both, but mostly to Jackson. 
 
      
 
    Jackson nodded. "You too." 
 
      
 
    "You guys are welcome to rejoin us any time you like. You know where we are going, and you can contact us if needed." Elliott offered, and everyone else nodded in agreement. "And thanks for all the help." 
 
      
 
    "I will keep that in mind, thank you." Jackson replied. 
 
      
 
    After a brief goodbye to everyone in the group the two of them left, heading south west. 
 
      
 
    "So, we no longer have our bodyguard." Elliott turned to the others. "Anyone getting second thoughts about going? If so, now is the time to say it." 
 
      
 
    "We knew Jackson was leaving before we set out." Fate pointed out and shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "Yep." George answered. "He was just here to protect those who couldn't fight, and they are all dead now. Just goes to show that you can't save any of those people. If you're not cut out for this world from the start you either adapt, or you die." 
 
      
 
    "That's a horrible thing to say." Fate interjected. "If they could have made it to the village they would have been fine." 
 
      
 
    "For how long?" George pointed out. "You'd only be delaying the inevitable by hiding in a corner." 
 
      
 
    Fate lowered her head a little. "I can understand that, but it's still better to have a safe place and have a chance to live longer, than to have nothing and have no chance. Some people will never be able to adapt." 
 
      
 
    George nodded. "True." He agreed. "It's just sad that they won't survive either way." 
 
      
 
    Fate nodded. "That much I can agree to." 
 
      
 
    "Guys?" Elliott interrupted. "What's that buzzing sound?" 
 
      
 
    Inami could hear the noise and looked scared, her head lowered and she started to hunch over. Snipes quickly ran over to her to comfort her and calm her down. George, Matthew, and Fate all took a defensive stance around Snipes and Inami. 
 
      
 
    Elliott, Brooke, Chloe, and Sophia were a little less coordinated, but they stood close together ready to work as a team. Carley started moving over to join Brooke and the others, but he spotted Jess slowly backing up and realized that she looked scared, so he moved over to stand beside her instead. Which separated the two of them from the rest of the group. 
 
      
 
    "Carley! Get over here!" Elliott called out. "You're too far away from everyone." 
 
      
 
    "Jess, we need to stick close to the others." Carley insisted, but she shook her head and kept backing away from the buzzing sound. Carley wasn't going to leave her alone, so he stuck by her side and readied his bow. 
 
      
 
    The group watched a swarm of giant wasps come flying out from behind one of the hills ahead of them. Each wasp was around five feet long, almost as big as an adult human, with a 3' long stinger. The swarm split into smaller groups that targeted the three human groups. 
 
      
 
    As the swarm approached, Carley and Sophia both started firing arrows at them. Sophia was able to fire four shots at the swarm, and struck three of them out of the sky. Carley fired three shots, and with no experience using a bow his first two arrows missed, only but hit with the last one. 
 
      
 
    The wasp swarm reached Fate, George, and Matthew first. As the first wasp flew in it attempted to stab its stinger into George. George quickly sidestepped the attack then slammed his massive hammer down into the wasp's body as it flew past. He struck it with such force that he crushed the massive wasp's body, killing it instantly. Before he could move a second wasp came flying in to stab him, but George grabbed the stinger and slammed the wasp into the ground and Matthew rushed over to bash his staff into the wasp's head. 
 
      
 
    A moment after, another wasp came at Matthew and he quickly used his staff to strike the stinger and push it aside. As the wasp flew past, missing Matthew, he grabbed onto its wing and threw it to the ground. He was about to strike it when George stepped in and slammed his hammer down into its head. 
 
      
 
    He glanced up at George, only to see the blue-haired man flash him a grin. "That's two for me, one for you." George taunted. 
 
      
 
    "This isn't a game." Matthew said flatly. 
 
      
 
    "These things are easy! We can make it a competition." George countered, then he jumped backwards just in time to evade being stabbed by another wasp. However, as he jumped back, he saw more of the group and realized that none of the others were doing well. George and Matthew were both very big and strong guys, even if Matthew was pretty out of shape. Now that Jackson and Charles were gone, the two of them towered over everyone else. To them, the wasps were big but not as big nor as strong as they were. To everyone else, the wasps were almost the same size as they were, and the wasps were far stronger than the rest of the group. George shrugged. "Loser buys the next round of drinks?" 
 
      
 
    "That's not all I care about you know." Matthew stated as he sidestepped another wasp, then kicked it to the ground and quickly slammed his staff down into its head. "And now we are tied." 
 
      
 
    George grinned even wider when Matthew took his challenge, then turned his focus back to the fight. 
 
      
 
    Not far from them, a wasp flew straight down at Fate in an attempt to tackle her. Fate quickly jumped backwards at the last second, causing the wasp to miss and land on the ground. As soon as her feet touched the grass she lunged forward and stabbed her rapier into the wasp's eye, killing it. She rolled out of the way just in time to evade another attack from a second wasp and thrust her rapier into its side as it flew past, but the wasp's exoskeleton was too strong, she couldn't pierce it. The wasp turned around and flew at her again, aiming to stab her with its stinger. She sidestepped the attack and sliced its wing with her rapier. The wasp hit the ground and was unable to fly, but before Fate could get over to it, George stepped in and crushed it with his hammer. 
 
      
 
    Snipes stood beside Inami with his sword at the ready, although he didn't need to use it since George, Matthew, and Fate were doing a pretty good job at keeping the wasps away from the kids. "Don't worry Inami, if they get through to us I'll handle them." He reassuringly said, trying to help Inami relax. 
 
      
 
    Over in the other group, Elliott was having the same problem as Fate. He kept striking at the wasps with his sword, but he couldn't pierce the exoskeleton. He failed to evade one of the wasps and was tackled to the ground, but before the wasp could do anything, Brooke shoved it off of him and slammed her mace down into its head, breaking off a part of its exoskeleton. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the opening, Elliott quickly stabbed his sword into the part she had broken off and killed the wasp on the spot. "Brooke! Do that again! We can kill them if you break their armor and I hit em." 
 
      
 
    "Got it." Brooke replied. The two of them stuck close together, the next time a wasp came at them they both evaded and repeated their strategy, killing a second wasp. However, after they killed the second one, two more wasps came at them at the same time. Each wasp singled out one of them, which forced them to separate. Brooke was dodging and evading the attacks, and was striking at the wasps every chance she got, but she was only hurting them and breaking their exoskeleton, she wasn't killing them. The two of them couldn't kill the wasps quickly, and the number of enemies they were facing just kept increasing. 
 
      
 
    Sophia was really struggling, the wasps just kept coming and she couldn't get a single chance to use her bow. She was stuck on defense, if she stopped evading for even a second to take aim at one of the wasps she'd be hit by another one. But, on the plus side, the wasps were very easy to predict. They flew in straight lines, and didn't do much other then try to stab or tackle their target. It was really easy to just keep sidestepping them. 
 
      
 
    Chloe, on the other hand, was fighting alongside them and was struggling, but was doing a lot better on her own. The first wasp to attack her came flying at her stinger-first. She sidestepped the attack, then used both of her small iron hand-axes to cleave off its stinger. Forcing it to resort to trying to tackle her. But when it flew in to try and tackle her to the ground she sidestepped and struck at its wing, rendering it unable to fly. As the fight went on she eventually had three wasps that were on the ground, without a stinger and unable to fly. They were still trying to chase her and attack her, but were otherwise unable to keep up with her movements. It wasn't long before Fate, George and Matthew ran out of wasps to fight and moved over to assist Brooke, Elliott, and Chloe and Sophia with theirs. 
 
      
 
    On the last battleground, Carley and Jess were struggling to hold their ground on their own. The wasps were the same size as Carley, and Jess was a mere two inches taller then Carley. They were among the smallest in the group, and were having an especially hard time with these giant wasps. 
 
      
 
    As the first wasp swooped down to take a stab at Carley, he quickly evaded the attack and struck the wasp in the side with his sword. But it couldn't pierce the exoskeleton. When the wasp came back for another attack Carley was preparing to aim for the wing in his next attack, however he heard Jess scream and his attention was drawn to her instead. 
 
      
 
    One of the wasps had turned to attack her, and as soon as she saw it coming she panicked and froze in fear. 
 
      
 
    "Jess! Move!" Carley shouted out as he jumped out of the way of his own wasp, jumping towards Jess. But Jess didn't move, so Carley did the only thing he could do. He didn't have the strength to pull her out of the way, so he jumped at her and used his full body weight to shove her out of harm's way. Although, that left Carley standing in front of the wasp instead. Carley attempted to evade the attack, but he was trying to do too many things in such a short timeframe, he didn't have enough time to evade. The wasp's stinger stabbed through Carley's shoulder and knocked him to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Carley shouted out in pain, and the wasp pulled its stinger back out only to backup and land on top of Carley to pin him to the ground. It was far too heavy for Carley to get it off himself. But before the wasp could do anything it was struck hard in the side by a mace. Jess struck the wasp hard enough to knock it off Carley and knock it back a couple feet. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my god! Are you okay Carley?!" Jess worriedly shouted, as soon as she hit the wasp off of him she grabbed his unharmed arm and pulled him onto his feet. Paying no attention at all to the other wasp. 
 
      
 
    "Jess!" Carley shouted out. As soon as she took his hand, instead of letting her pull him up he tried to yank her to the ground. But he wasn't strong enough, she was stronger and she just pulled him onto his feet. Thinking quick, Carley used the momentum from her pulling him, and her lack of balance, to sweep her legs out from under her and shove her backwards. Pushing her out of the way just in time for the second wasp to swoop by. Again, Carley had spent too much time getting Jess out of harm's way, he wasn't able to evade, although this one hadn't been aiming for him and didn't hit him directly. The stinger grazed his side, leaving a deep cut and knocking Carley right back onto the ground. 
 
      
 
    Carley rolled out of the way to avoid being pinned down again and weakly stood back up. As soon as the next wasp came at him he quickly sidestepped the attack and slashed his sword through its wing, knocking it to the ground. He took a couple steps towards it and suddenly dropped his sword. 
 
      
 
    With a confused expression on his face Carley looked down at his hand. A pins and needles-like feeling was rapidly spreading from both of his wounds, in his attempt to shut out the pain he had shut out all feeling in his arm and hadn't noticed it until now. His left arm was paralyzed, he couldn't move it at all anymore. He quickly picked up his sword with his right arm, but he was unsure of how well he could fight with his non-dominant arm. 
 
      
 
    Jess, noticing that the wasp could no longer fly, rushed over and began repeatedly striking it in the head with her mace. After three blows the wasp started to stand back up, and after a fourth it lifelessly collapsed back to the ground. 
 
      
 
    The second wasp turned to protect the downed wasp, and flew at Jess in an attempt to stab her with its stinger. Carley tried to shout out to her to move, but the wound on his side was also turning his body numb. His lungs had gone numb now, and he was struggling to breathe. He couldn't inhale enough to yell and was starting to struggle to stay standing. Carley clenched his fist and grit his teeth, he wasn't used to this, he was used to being fine after taking many blows. He was used to, and good at, just resisting whatever pain he felt and continuing to fight. But this poison… No amount of pain resistance was going to do anything about that… His body was rapidly failing and falling into paralysis as the poison spread. 
 
      
 
    However, out of nowhere, an arrow struck the wasp in the torso and knocked it out of the air. Carley caught a brief glimpse of everyone else in the group rushing over, it would seem like they took care of their own wasps. But it was just a brief glimpse before he collapsed and was sent into a coughing fit. He curled up on the ground, struggling to try and resist the poison. 
 
      
 
    Seeing him fall Jess quickly ran over and rolled him onto his back. "What's wrong? Um… Um…" 
 
      
 
    "Jess move! He must be poisoned!" Sophia called out and rushed over to kneel beside Carley. Inami, Snipes, Brooke and Elliott also rushed over to Carley, while the others stood watch keeping an eye out for any other monsters in the area. 
 
      
 
    "Poison?" Jess asked worriedly, but she didn't move or make space for anyone else around Carley, they all had to work around her. "I can fix that!" She quickly began rifling through her bag, then she pulled out a small blue potion bottle. "Antidote, works on poison, right?" 
 
      
 
    "You have one?" Sophia asked, then noticed that Jess was holding it. "I don't know what an antidote looks like, if you say that's one then I'll take your word for it." 
 
      
 
    Jess nodded, and went to pour the antidote down Carley's throat. But Carley stopped her and took the antidote with his good arm to drink it himself. At first the symptoms seemed to worsen, and stayed that way for about ten seconds, before they slowly started getting better and within another twenty seconds they were gone. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks." Carley said between gasps for air, then he took a moment to catch his breath. Once he caught his breath he started trying to get back up, but Jess placed a hand on his chest and held him down. "No." She stated, then pulled a potion out of her bag and handed it to Carley. "Not until you are recovered." 
 
      
 
    Carley shook his head. "I'm fine, really. I just need to stop the bleeding and I'll be okay." 
 
      
 
    "Carley y-" Sophia started to scold him, but was interrupted by Jess. 
 
      
 
    "Did you hit your head?! You're not fine! That thing pierced through your shoulder! THROUGH your freakin shoulder! You have a hole in you! That's not fine!" Jess kept him pinned down with her one arm and insisted on him taking the potion. 
 
      
 
    "No really, I'm okay. Lets not waste resources." Carley argued. 
 
      
 
    "Carley. You really should-" Brooke started but was interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "No! You're not okay! Carley you're taking the damn potion whether you want to or not. I saved you twice now, once when you got pinned and once again with the antidote, don't make it a third time by doing something stupid like this." Jess argued. "This is why you need me here, you won't survive without someone out here to look after you." 
 
      
 
    "My friends here look out for me." Carley quietly murmured. 
 
      
 
    "No. They don't." Jess argued. 
 
      
 
    "Excuse me?" Brooke stepped closer to Jess. But Elliott quickly stopped her before she could take more then two steps. 
 
      
 
    Jess shot a glare at Brooke when she spoke up. She firmly placed the potion in Carley's hand, then stood up to face Brooke. "You have something to add?" 
 
      
 
    "We're a team. Jess. We've all been looking out for each other." Brooke stated as she glared back. 
 
      
 
    "No, you haven't. You put everything on Carley and I can tell. He's been looking out for you and nobody has been looking out for him!" Jess growled back. 
 
      
 
    "Jess, they did help a lot." Carley murmured, but wasn't heard. 
 
      
 
    "My brother and I are her friends Jess. And so are most of the people in the group, we've done a lot for her." Brooke argued. 
 
      
 
    "Really?" Jess almost laughed. She crouched down beside Carley again and gently took his injured arm, rolled back his sleeve, and held it up. He had numerous scars across his wrist that weren't healing completely. "These, were not here when I lost him." She let his arm go and stood up again, turning to Brooke. "So tell me, whoever the hell you are, this happened while he was with you, he got these scars during his time with you, how did you help him with that?" 
 
      
 
    Brooke took a step back. "I only saw her do that once, I didn't know she was doing it more frequently..." 
 
      
 
    Fate lowered her head a little, she had known he was doing it, but hadn't thought it was her place to stop him. 
 
      
 
    "So you did nothing? You weren't looking out for him, like I said." Jess insisted. "What about the scars on his back?" 
 
      
 
    "Hey! Those were there before we met her." Elliott interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "No. Not all of them, he has new scars. None of his scars ever came above his collar before, these new ones do. You can see them even when he has his hoodie!" Jess countered. 
 
      
 
    "That wasn't us." Brooke argued. "The killer she ran off to fight did that, we saved her from that guy!" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, you saved him from the killer after you let him go off alone to try and stop the guy. Who was looking out for him when THAT happened? Last I checked you were all in the camp, completely clueless until I came. He almost died because nobody was looking out for him!" Jess only seemed to get angrier when that one was brought up. 
 
      
 
    "We went out to save her, and we did! You just sat in camp and did nothing!" Brooke shouted back and clenched her fists. 
 
      
 
    "Jess… That was my fault." Carley quietly spoke up, but was not listened to. 
 
      
 
    "I couldn't go! I can't fight, I don't know how! It isn't going to do anyone any good if I go after him and die before we find him." Jess argued. "I get it, he probably snuck off on his own to handle it. That's Carley. But it never would have happened if somebody was there to look out for him, and absolutely nobody was!" 
 
      
 
    "We were there! Every step of the way!" Brooke tried to take a step closer but Elliott was keeping her back. Brooke growled and yanked herself out of Elliott's grip, then took two steps closer to Jess. Brooke, despite being younger, was three inches taller than Jess. 
 
      
 
    "If you were there that wouldn't have happened. You didn't bother to look out for him, and almost got him killed." Jess growled at her. "And don't think I'm stupid. When I couldn't find you guys in town I asked around to find out where you went. The innkeeper said she saw him, and said he looked to be in really bad shape. She said he was sleeping in the damn hallway! How the hell can you let him get that sleep deprived and do nothing about it, yet still tell me you were looking out for him!? How is that looking out for him?" 
 
      
 
    "We got the doctor to heal her and restore her stamina!" Brooke shouted back and took another step towards Jess. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. I spoke to that doctor too. She told me that she only healed three of you, and that one of you had a small cut, one had a broken leg, and Carley was in such bad shape she didn't really know how he was still walking around! She told me that he had several broken ribs, that had been made MUCH worse, because he'd been traveling, fighting, and running around on them for DAYS. Not to mention the stabwounds and other problems he had. The only other person who had a wound that old was the girl with the broken leg, and she wasn't made to walk on it!" Jess took a step closer and continued glaring at Brooke as she shouted at her. 
 
      
 
    "That was me." Sophia spoke up. "I broke my leg, and I couldn't walk on it. We offered to carry Carley too but she refused." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, you offered, but none of you actually carried him. Anyone with half a brain can tell that Carley would say no, even if he really needed it. You don't ask someone like him those things, you just do it." Jess shot back at Sophia, but her attention was focused on Brooke. "I can tell by looking at your clothes that he wasn't the only one to get hurt, your clothes are all torn up, clearly from stab and slash wounds of your own. So why the hell was he walking around with his wounds for days when everyone else was healed? Care to explain that one?" The smaller woman got into Brooke's face as she shouted that one at her. 
 
      
 
    "Carley refused the potions." Brooke countered. "And a lot of our recent wounds were healed by Carley herself, she learned a healing spell." 
 
      
 
    "I didn't want a potion. They tried, hard, to get me to take one." Carley spoke up, but was ignored. 
 
      
 
    "That could have killed him! It nearly did kill him with how bad it was by the time he reached the city!" Jess shouted at her. "But no, once he refused the potion you were more than happy to just use it on yourself, and let him suffer. And you say you're taking care of him? You're looking out for him? No, you're not. Maybe you're mistaking being nice to him as looking out for him, but in the end of the day you weren't looking out for him at all. You were looking out for yourself. And where were you today, when he was pinned by the wasp? Not there. He would have died if I wasn't there, and it's a miracle he hasn't died while you were supposedly looking out for him." 
 
      
 
    "I was never looking out for myself, we've all been taking care of each other. You have no right to go off telling us we weren't, you haven't been with this group for the last week." Brooke argued. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I do have the right. I'm his girlfriend, I know him. I know he's drawn to the wrong types of people, I know he can't tell the good people from the bad, and I know he has a tendency to befriend people who are trying to take advantage of him. And when I finally find him I find him with you people, and all the signs point to the fact that you're all clearly taking advantage of him. And you know, I was nice. I held my tongue and gave you a chance. But I'm not gonna sit here and listen to you lying to him or me about how you 'look after him' when you very clearly don't." Jess growled at her. "Carley is my boyfriend, not yours, he belongs to me. You're getting way too close to him, and you're just hurting him, so back the hell off." 
 
      
 
    George and Matthew both looked back at the others with a very confused expression on their face. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, so the real reason you're so pissy with me comes out." Brooke rolled her eyes. "Since she's been in this world I've done more for her then you have! And Carley is a close friend of mine, so you back off. I have absolutely no intention to get in the middle of your relationship, or to damage it in any way, so calm the hell down. You'll ruin your relationship by yourself if you don't stop acting like such a b-" 
 
      
 
    "STOP! You two!" Carley shouted out. The shouting startled just about everyone. Carley was always so quiet, nobody knew he could actually speak loudly. But, it did get them to stop arguing. They both looked down at Carley. "I will drink the potion if you two stop arguing, and only if you stop arguing." 
 
      
 
    They both shot one last glare at each other and stopped for the time being. Brooke walked back over to Elliott. 
 
      
 
    "Everything that happened to me prior to finding you was my own fault, nobody else's." Carley spoke up. "They did everything they could to help me out, more than they needed to. And Jess, you of all people should know that I don't want to be with anyone but you. We've been through so much together, nobody could replace you. I don't know why you would question that." He stated, then drank the potion and laid back down. 
 
      
 
    Jess lowered her head a little, "You're acting weird. I don't understand why you want to stay with them so much. Just leave them and come back to the village with me." 
 
      
 
    "I want to stay with them because I want to find a way out of this world. I don't want to be trapped here. I said that before." Carley mumbled. 
 
      
 
    "You'll die before we find a way out of here if you do that. Just stay safe and let someone else find it and get us out." Jess stated. 
 
      
 
    "That's just not who I am. I can't sit back and do nothing. I'll survive." Carley mumbled. 
 
      
 
    Jess still did not understand, but she wasn't going to argue it any further. When Carley had recovered, the group resumed their journey. They walked to Oline city again, remembering how easy it was to take shelter inside one of the houses there. The plan was to stop in Oline for the night, then to travel north to the dungeon tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    Everyone took their own room except Snipes, Inami, Carley, Jess, Brooke, and Elliott. Snipes stayed with Matthew. Inami stayed with Fate. Brooke and Elliott shared a room, where Elliott slept on the floor. Carley and Jess also shared a room. 
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    —Chapter 9: Intercepted — 
 
      
 
    Brooke ended up sleeping in the next morning. When she woke up she stepped out of her room to see that just about everyone else was already awake. Only Inami and Snipes were still sleeping. 
 
      
 
    She glanced over to a corner of the room and saw Carley and Jess quietly arguing while Jess put on some copper armor. She was already wearing the copper greaves and chestpiece by now, and Carley was trying to put the arm guards and helmet on her. 
 
      
 
    "Why did you leave the city without your armor? You can't take it out of your storage room unless you find a door. We are lucky we stopped here." Carley sighed. 
 
      
 
    "It's heavy! And it weighs a ton!" Jess complained. "Why don't you wear it instead? You seem to need it more than I do." 
 
      
 
    Carley shook his head and almost laughed. "I wouldn't be able to move while wearing that. I don't have the strength to carry it, just handing it to you one piece at a time is hard enough." He stated. "But you definitely are strong enough to carry it. So you need to use it if you're going to travel with us." He added as he helped her put on the arm guards, then he attached her copper buckler shield to her arm guards and stuck her mace in its sheath on her hip 
 
      
 
    "But it's so hot and stuffy! It's terribly uncomfortable." Jess complained. 
 
      
 
    "Better to be uncomfortable then dead." Carley argued. 
 
      
 
    "Agreed." Sophia cut into the conversation as she put on the last piece of her own leather armor. "You don't want to die out here." 
 
      
 
    "I won't though. I have Carley here to protect me, and I'm here to protect him." Jess replied. 
 
      
 
    "There's only so much I can do…" Carley lowered his head. "This group used to be a lot bigger… I couldn't save any of the others we lost." He seemed to stop moving as he spoke, and just stood there with her helmet in his hands, staring off into space. 
 
      
 
    Sophia took the copper helmet from him and placed it on Jess's head. "Don't put so much on her shoulders Jess." Sophia stated. 
 
      
 
    "Alright everyone, time to get moving!" George shouted out, snapping Carley back to reality and waking up the kids. "If the map is correct we should head straight north to the dungeon." 
 
      
 
    Snipes and Inami groggily walked out of their rooms while Sophia walked over to George to look at the map. 
 
      
 
    "Not straight north." Sophia spoke up. "We need to walk at a mostly north, slightly west angle. It's a little to the left." She reached out to point at the dungeon on the map in relation to the city on the map. 
 
      
 
    "What? How far west?" George scratched his head in confusion as he stared at the map. 
 
      
 
    "We are not in the center of the city on the map, we're on the north-eastern corner." Sophia explained. "Just give me the map, I can lead us there." She offered. 
 
      
 
    "Sure." George replied and handed Sophia the map to let her take the lead. 
 
      
 
    George, Fate, Matthew, and Sophia walked in the front of the group. Elliott, Brooke, Chloe, Snipes, and Inami walked a few steps behind them. Carley had originally tried to walk with Elliott and Brooke, but Jess pulled him back a little. So Jess and Carley walked a short distance behind everyone else. 
 
      
 
    After an hour of walking Jess took off her helmet. "Damn, this place is really far away." She sighed, then reached into her bag and pulled her headphones and her MP3 player out of the bag. 
 
      
 
    Carley glanced over at Jess when she took off her helmet and sighed quietly. 
 
      
 
    "Hmm?" Jess questioned. "Oh yeah! I have yours too." She added before quickly going through her bag and pulling out a second MP3 player and another set of headphones. 
 
      
 
    Carley smiled a little. "Oh, I thought I had forgotten it at home." He replied as he took them and put his own headphones on. Although Carley only put one of the headphones in his ear, leaving one ear to listen to his surroundings. 
 
      
 
    "You did, but I remembered to grab it for you. I know you hate going to crowded places without them." Jess replied. "We just got separated before I could give them to you." 
 
      
 
    Carley nodded. "Thanks." 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott slowed down. falling behind to walk alongside Carley and Jess. Jess walked on one side of Carley, while Brooke walked on the other side, and Elliott walked alongside Brooke. "What kind of music are you two into?" Brooke curiously asked. 
 
      
 
    "That's personal." Carley quietly replied. 
 
      
 
    Spotting the siblings joining them, Jess switched places, squeezing in between Carley and Brooke. Brooke rolled her eyes and made space for Jess to stand between them. 
 
      
 
    "Neither of us really focus on one specific genre, but I tend to listen to more upbeat and happy music. Carley tends to prefer darker, depressing themes, for reasons I don't quite understand." Jess answered. 
 
      
 
    "Jess…" Carley quietly murmured. 
 
      
 
    Brooke was about to step in and defend Carley, but decided not to. Jess would likely take it the wrong way. 
 
      
 
    "You don't need to be so shy or reserved Carley. Be proud of who you are and what you like." Jess countered. "If others don't like it, that's their problem. Anyone who has a problem with it doesn't need to hang around you." 
 
      
 
    "We don't, and wouldn't, have any problems with anything Carley likes." Elliott replied to Jess. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Brooke curtly stated. "As I said before, Carley is a good friend of ours, that won't change no matter what. And it definitely isn't going to change over something as simple as a differing preference in music." She stated, staring straight at Jess as she said that last part. 
 
      
 
    "I said that for Carley, it wasn't directed at you." Jess snapped back at Brooke. 
 
      
 
    "Of course not." Brooke rolled her eyes again. "I didn't direct what I said at you either." She sarcastically added. 
 
      
 
    Jess just shook her head. She took Carley's hand, which seemed to help him relax a little, and continued following the others. The four of them walked in silence for a few minutes before Chloe, Snipes, and Inami joined them. 
 
      
 
    "What's everyone chatting about?" Chloe asked. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing really." Brooke replied. 
 
      
 
    "I was talking to the kids, and Inami…" Chloe paused for a moment. "Well it's probably best to hear it from her. Inami, tell them what you were telling me." 
 
      
 
    Inami hesitated a little. "U-Um…" 
 
      
 
    "You don't need to be so shy Inami, these people are all friends you can tell them too. They might be able to help." Snipes said as he gave her a brief pat on the back. 
 
      
 
    Inami smiled a little, then nodded. "Thomas helping me find mother." She then paused for a moment to think over what she said. "Thomas IS helping me find mother." She corrected herself, then giggled quietly. "Thomas help me speak good too. Thomas is nice, we find soon?" 
 
      
 
    "So she's looking for her mother?" Elliott questioned. "I had thought she was just an AI, without any of those connections." 
 
      
 
    "Well, the Alphas did say that we weren't in a game, that these were living beings, not AI." Brooke replied. 
 
      
 
    "She does seem to be alive, so I am inclined to believe the Alphas. I'm not surprised she has a family of her own." Chloe stated. "We should see if we can find a way to bring her back to her mother, or to this Thomas guy when we finish our dungeon run." 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott both nodded. "Agreed." Brooke replied. 
 
      
 
    Snipes looked a little upset with the idea of Inami leaving the group, but he nodded as well. "If she has her own family, it's the right thing to do to bring her back." He quietly murmured. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry kid, when we find her home you can probably go visit once in a while." Jess replied. 
 
      
 
    "His name is Snipes." Carley quietly spoke up. 
 
      
 
    Jess gave Carley a questioning look, and Carley just shrugged. So she turned back to Snipes. "Ah, Snipes. Alright." Jess replied. 
 
      
 
    "Speed up guys! You're all lagging behind!" George shouted out from the front, causing everyone to quickly run forward a little bit to catch up with the others. Once they had caught up everyone resumed walking. 
 
      
 
    However, before they could get much further they heard something growling in the tall grass around them. 
 
      
 
    "Something is here." Fate called out. 
 
      
 
    "Arm yourselves everyone." George added, and everyone began grabbing their weapons. Carley and Jess took off their headphones, and Carley made sure Jess put her helmet back on. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Fate grabbed her rapier, her signet ring flashed and a deck of cards levitated out of her bag. The deck shuffled itself, then dealt her five cards and went back into her bag. The five cards she was dealt levitated just on the edge of her vision. 
 
      
 
    "Ace of Spades, eight of diamonds, eight of spades, four of clubs, five of diamonds." Fate quietly murmured to herself so she would remember what she had. This was the first time her signet activated, but she had the knowledge of exactly what each card did, as if she always had the power. Fate took a deep breath and started looking around for the source of the growling. "Two days have passed guys! Our signets can activate at any time now. Mine's up. Pay attention to them so you know when you get it." 
 
      
 
    "I already have mine." Jess spoke up. "They gave me one a while ago." 
 
      
 
    "I don't have a signet ring." Carley added. "I gave mine to Jackson." 
 
      
 
    "And you complain about me not using my armor?" Jess turned to Carley. "You need a signet to survive, that's even more important then armor." 
 
      
 
    Carley nodded. "That's why I gave it to Jackson. I didn't want him to die on whatever journey he was going on. He went pretty much alone, just him and Sarah. He needed it more than me." 
 
      
 
    "But you're putting yourself in danger doing that! You have to stop putting yourself down for these people!" Jess argued. 
 
      
 
    "Guys!" George called out. "Now is not the time! Save your argument for later." 
 
      
 
    Before he could finish speaking a fireball was blasted out of the grass, aimed straight at George. George dove out of the way, but as soon as he hit the ground a fiery, three-headed wolf sprang out of hiding in the tall grass and pounced on George. The cerberus was three feet tall, had black fur, three heads, and was partially on fire. 
 
      
 
    Fate turned and grabbed one of her cards, and was about to throw it at the cerberus when a second one jumped out near Fate and pinned her to the ground. Before anyone could react to Fate, a third cerberus sprang out and pinned Brooke down. 
 
      
 
    Seeing everything unfold, Inami started to panic and started backing away from everyone, Jess also started to back away from everyone, leaving both of them isolated on different sides of the group. 
 
      
 
    Carley hadn't been paying attention to Jess or Inami. As soon as the cerberus pinned Brooke, Carley and Elliott turned and ran at it to try and get it off her. When it saw the two of them rushing at it, the cerberus took a deep breath and then bellowed out a stream of flames at them. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he saw the fire, Elliott dove to the ground to get out of the way. But Carley didn't, he kept running straight through the flames and stabbed his sword into the cerberus's side. The creature roared out in pain and stumbled off Brooke, then quickly ran a short distance away to hide in the tall grass. Carley looked down at Brooke and held out a hand to help her up. "You okay?" 
 
      
 
    Brooke took his hand and pulled herself up as quickly as she could. She turned to Carley and was about to answer when she noticed that he had 2nd degree burns over most of his body. "Carley... Jess is right about one thing, you have to be more careful." She scolded. "Thank you, but don't do that." 
 
      
 
    Carley lowered his head. "I don't mean to. It's an instinct to save those in danger, regardless of personal risk." 
 
      
 
    A short distance away, Fate was struggling with her own cerberus. The creature was pinning her down and she was pushing back on its chest to try and stop it from biting her, keeping its heads just far back enough so that they couldn't reach. But she couldn't hold it for long. It broke free from her grasp and immediately went for her neck. In a brief moment of panic, Fate activated her eight of diamonds card, and her skin turned to stone. The cerberus couldn't pierce her stone skin. While it was distracted Matthew bashed it in the head and made it stumble off of Fate, then a moment later it was shot in the side with an arrow from Sophia. 
 
      
 
    George was still struggling with his own cerberus, but he was much stronger than Fate and was able to keep its heads away from him. However the beast was clawing away at his chest while it struggled, and the pain was making George struggle to keep it off. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Snipes and Chloe sprang out of the tall grass beside George. Snipes stabbed his sword into the cerberus's side while Chloe slammed both of her axes down on the beast's head. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks." George gasped out, cringing in pain as he threw the dead cerberus off himself. 
 
      
 
    "No problem." Chloe replied, then she held out a hand to help him up. 
 
      
 
    George laughed a little. "There's no way you can pick me up." He replied as he struggled to stand. 
 
      
 
    Chloe sighed. She grabbed him by his armpits and pulled him right up onto his feet. "I was a firefighter, remember?" She stated. "And you're only a couple inches taller than me. I've lifted people bigger than you." 
 
      
 
    George nodded. "Got it, sorry." 
 
      
 
    "Don't be sorry, you're fine." Chloe replied. 
 
      
 
    They were interrupted when they heard Jess scream. A cerberus had noticed she was separated from the group and was running at her. 
 
      
 
    Carley spun around and as soon as he saw the cerberus going after Jess he grabbed his bow and took a shot at it. But his inexperience with the bow made him miss. Carley drew back another arrow as the cerberus lunged at Jess, taking a swipe at her with its claws. Carley trusted that her armor would protect her from its claws, so he took a moment to aim. 
 
      
 
    Jess screamed in fear, and her signet ring flashed. Carley and Jess both lit up, and before he knew it Carley was standing in front of the cerberus with his back to it, and Jess was standing where Carley had been. 
 
      
 
    "What?!" Carley shouted out in confusion, right before he felt the cerberus's claws slice through his back. Carley cried out in pain and hit the ground and the cerberus quickly jumped onto his back to pin him. 
 
      
 
    Hearing all of the shouting, Fate turned to see what was going on and spotted Carley pinned down by the cerberus. She quickly used her 5 of Diamonds on Carley and his skin started to glow faintly . 
 
      
 
    The cerberus quickly bit down on the back of Carley's neck, but as soon as it did it yelped in pain and jumped off of Carley. Then it spun around to look behind itself, as if it had been attacked from behind. A closer look revealed that the back of its neck was bleeding. 
 
      
 
    Carley struggled to stand up again, and he stopped glowing as the reflection spell wore off. He stumbled a few steps away from the cerberus and watched as Jess, Brooke, and Elliott rushed towards him to assist. 
 
      
 
    Once the cerberus noticed that nobody was attacking it from behind, it turned back to Carley who was far too badly wounded to fight back or evade. 
 
      
 
    Fate rushed over to Sophia and stuck the eight of spades and four of clubs onto one of Sophia's arrows. "Make sure this hits that one." She said as she pointed at the cerberus that their group was fighting. "I am making a risky play, Carley is in danger again." 
 
      
 
    "Again? What are you doing?" Sophia questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Placing my bets on Carley being able to handle himself if I give him a fair chance And hoping I draw the right card once I do this." Fate replied, and then she used her ace of spades on Carley. 
 
      
 
    The cerberus was quickly moving in on Carley, and the others were not fast enough to out-speed the creature. It was no doubt going to reach Carley first. 
 
      
 
    Carley was trying to move, but his wounds were slowing him down, he couldn't move fast enough to evade the incoming attack. Then, suddenly, all of his injuries vanished. In an instant he was fully recovered, however Fate screamed out in pain. 
 
      
 
    With his wounds healed, Carley was able to quickly sidestep the cerberus's attack. As the beast lunged past him Carley quickly slashed its side with his sword. It hit the ground a few feet away from him. 
 
      
 
    When Fate screamed Sophia quickly turned to her, only to see that she now had all of the wounds Carley previously had. Fate could no longer stand, but was focusing on her signet. She had used all five of her cards, and was trying to summon another five cards. 
 
      
 
    Sophia quickly turned to the cerberus that was fighting with Matthew and Chloe. It was putting up a much better fight than anything else they had faced. Matthew and Chloe were flanking it, attacking from opposite sides. As Chloe moved in the beast spat flames at her and forced her to back off, but while it was focused on her Matthew ran up behind it and slammed his staff into its back. The creature spun around and bit Matthew's leg but before it could cause any further damage it heard Chloe moving in with her axes and had to let go to evade another attack. It quickly moved away from the two of them and all three heads began spitting fireballs at them both, striking them with multiple fireballs, badly burning them. 
 
      
 
    While it was distracted, Sophia quickly fired the enhanced arrow at it, hitting it in the back. Fate's first card, that was attached to the arrow activated. It sent out an electric pulse that paralyzed the beast. Then her second card activated while it couldn't move, and the card was immediately struck by lightning, causing the arrow and cerberus it was now attached to to also be struck. 
 
      
 
    The cerberus lifelessly collapsed to the ground. Chloe and Matthew also dropped to their knees, and were gasping for breath. 
 
      
 
    Fate let out a sigh of relief and was finally able to summon a second hand of cards. Five more cards dealt themselves to her, and appeared in front of her. A three of hearts, a nine of hearts, a five of clubs, a two of hearts, and a two of clubs. 
 
      
 
    Fate sighed. "Three out of five cards I drew were hearts… The suit that has all the healing spells. Yet I only drew one healing spell, and the slowest one at that. That's my luck." She murmured under her breath. Although she immediately used the two of hearts on herself and her wounds started to very slowly heal. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the battlefield, Carley took a step towards the last cerberus. It was pretty badly wounded, with the arrow in its back and slash wound across its side it was struggling to stand. Once it saw Carley approaching it turned to see if the others in its pack could come assist, but they were gone. So the cerberus bolted and tried to run away. However, after taking just a couple steps its body gave out and it collapsed to the ground. It started struggling to try and stand, but appeared to be in too much pain to stand any longer. 
 
      
 
    When he saw the beast struggling on the ground and whimpering in pain Carley stopped. He put his sword back in the sheath on his hip and paused for a moment to think. 
 
      
 
    "Carley! Are you okay?"" Jess called out as she ran over to him. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I'm fine. Thanks to Fate I think. I'm not sure what happened there." Carley replied. 
 
      
 
    Jess turned to the cerberus. "It looks just like a hurt dog." She murmured. 
 
      
 
    Carley nodded. "I don't think I can hurt it again." 
 
      
 
    "What do we do?" Brooke questioned as her and Elliott joined them. "I don't want to hurt it either, but we can't leave it like this." 
 
      
 
    Carley took a deep breath. "I agree, we can't just leave it." He replied, then hesitated a little before he started walking over to it. As soon as Carley moved towards the creature it began to panic and started spitting fireballs at him. Carley walked through the fireballs, cringing in pain as each one burnt him a little more. 
 
      
 
    "Carley, don't!" Jess called out, but he didn't stop walking towards the cerberus. "Damnit Carley!" She hesitated, but made herself rush over to assist. She stood beside Carley, in such a way that mostly kept Carley between her and the flames, keeping her safely behind him. But she held her shield in front of him to try and shield him from the fire. It sort of worked, the shield was keeping most of the flames off Carley, although his legs were still being badly burnt. Jess herself was only being hit a little bit by the ones that weren't blocked by the shield or Carley's body. Her arm and shoulder were getting a little burnt. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott watched, they wanted to help but didn't know what they could do. They weren't even sure what the two of them were trying to do. Surely if Carley wanted to put it down, he could've just used his bow from a safe distance. 
 
      
 
    Once the two of them got closer to the cerberus, Jess turned to Carley. "What can I do?" She asked, now that it had stopped trying to burn them she pulled her arm back and was visibly in a lot of pain. She had first degree burns on her arm and shoulder, and looked to be struggling to move a little. "You're saving it, right? I'm assuming you have a plan." 
 
      
 
    Carley nodded. "I need you to keep the heads away from me and hold it down so it doesn't roll over. I need to stay behind it if I want to get outta this unscratched." He was also notably having a difficult time standing, he had second degree burns over some of his body, and almost all of his legs. 
 
      
 
    Jess's eyes widened and she fearfully took a step back. "U-Um… Something else I can do? I'm in a lot of pain already, I'm pretty badly burnt. I don't think I can do that, I'll get burnt even more." 
 
      
 
    Carley shook his head. "I can do it on my own if it's too much. But you have armor, and you can use the shield to press the heads down. I'm sure you can do it without getting hurt." 
 
      
 
    Jess hesitated, but she didn't move any closer. "I-I can't. That's… There has to be another way. This isn't like any other dog Carley, it's dangerous." 
 
      
 
    "There isn't another way." Carley quietly replied, then he briefly hugged her to try and help her relax. "Thanks for the help, I'll take it from here." He said, then let her go and turned back to the cerberus. 
 
      
 
    Jess lowered her head. "I want to help." 
 
      
 
    Carley shook his head "You helped, and I really appreciate that. I know how hard it was, I'm not going to make you do this." And with that he walked over to the cerberus and knelt down beside it. The creature was exhausted, and was barely holding on at this point. It was growling at them and whimpering quietly to itself. As soon as Carley moved closer it started to struggle again, but it still couldn't stand. 
 
      
 
    Carley reached out a hand to try and touch the cerberus, but it immediately tried to bite him. Carley was able to pull his hand away to avoid the bite, but the cerberus followed it up by clawing his arm and spitting another fireball at him that badly burnt his chest. Carley took a deep breath to try and push through the pain, and reached out again. This time gently petting the creature for a very brief moment before it was able to attack him again, adding another slash to his arm. He would repeat the process another three times, gently petting it then getting clawed, fireballed, or both immediately after. Carley was starting to visibly falter, despite his high pain tolerance, his movements were slowing and he was having a harder time keeping a stoic expression when the cerberus hit him. 
 
      
 
    "She's… She's trying to save it." Elliott sighed, then started running towards Carley. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I kinda want to save it too I just don't know how." Brooke quickly followed him. 
 
      
 
    "I know, me too." Elliott replied. "But she's going to get herself killed doing this. Get the shield and join us, quickly." 
 
      
 
    "On it." Brooke replied, and she turned to run over to Jess who was standing just a short distance away, worriedly watching Carley. "Give me the shield." She quickly instructed and held out her hand. 
 
      
 
    Jess hesitated, then shook her head. "No. I don't trust you." 
 
      
 
    "Jess, give me the shield. I will give it back." Brooke sternly growled at her. When she saw Jess hesitate again she pointed over at Carley and Elliott. "Carley is getting hurt, and it is your fault for not helping. As her girlfriend it is your job to be by her side helping her right now. So either get your ass over there and help, or give me the shield so I can do your job for you. I'm not going to watch my friend get hurt." 
 
      
 
    "I did help." Jess insisted. 
 
      
 
    "You're not helping now." Brooke stood her ground. 
 
      
 
    "I'm trying! It's just..." Jess argued. 
 
      
 
    "There is no trying! You either are, or are not." Brooke grabbed the shield with one of her hands. "Are you going to help or are you giving me the shield?! Every second you argue with me you're just getting Carley hurt even more." 
 
      
 
    Jess hesitated, and it looked like she was about to argue further. But she watched as Carley got clawed again and she cringed. She took off the shield and handed it to Brooke. "You're wrong… I am trying… I'm not like you..." She murmured quietly, then she averted her gaze to avoid looking Brooke in the eyes. 
 
      
 
    Brooke didn't really understand what Jess was trying to say, or what she meant. "I'll give the shield back, I promise." She stated before taking the shield and rushing over to Carley and Elliott. Elliott was a little scratched up by the time she arrived. Carley looked up at her as if he was going to tell her that it was too dangerous, but he remembered his previous promise to stop doing things alone. "Thanks." He replied. 
 
      
 
    Brooke quickly used the shield to keep the beast's heads away from Carley, while Carley moved around behind it and Elliott helped hold the cerberus down so it didn't roll over. Carley quickly cut the arrow with his dagger, then removed it with Elliott's assistance. Once the arrow was gone he placed one hand on the cerberus's back and focused on his healing spell. His hand began to glow, and the beast's wounds started to heal. 
 
      
 
    Carley used his other hand to gently stroke the creature's back, trying to calm it down. It took a while, but as it started healing it started to calm down and stopped resisting. Brooke and Elliott were able to take a step back, and it didn't try to bite Carley anymore. Carley carefully moved to pet one of its heads while he finished healing it, and after ten minutes of trying to heal it the creature was fully healed the creature stood up. 
 
      
 
    Carley remained seated beside it, letting the three foot tall creature turn to face him. 
 
      
 
    "Carley… You need to back away from it now." Elliott worriedly whispered. "It could be dangerous." 
 
      
 
    But Carley didn't move. Each of the cerberus' three heads took a turn to sniff him, then the beast turned and sprinted off to the north, running out of sight pretty quickly. 
 
      
 
    Carley flopped onto his back. "Oooow." He groaned, and watched as Brooke and Elliott walked back over to him. "I know, that was stupid. But it reminded me too much of a puppy and I had to. It was worth it." 
 
      
 
    "If we had healing powers, we probably would have done the same thing." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    "Yep." Brooke added. "The thing was kinda cute, when it wasn't trying to murder us." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks." Jess said as she too walked over and knelt down beside Carley. She immediately handed him a healing potion. 
 
      
 
    "I knew you wanted to save it too." Carley chuckled and took the potion. 
 
      
 
    Brooke handed the shield back to Jess. She said nothing to Jess, but gave her a look of disappointment. 
 
      
 
    "I tried…" Jess quietly murmured under her breath. "I did my best… I'm not like you..." 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the battlefield Matthew, George, and Chloe had each taken one of Snipes's potions while Carley was healing the cerberus. They were grouped up, resting and chatting while they waited for everyone to recover. Once Carley had recovered, he went on to heal Jess, Brooke, and Elliott's wounds, then they rejoined the others. 
 
      
 
    "Everyone alright?" Fate asked. 
 
      
 
    A few people spoke up and said "Yes." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks." Carley added. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, then let's get going." George took the lead again. 
 
      
 
    "Where is Inami?" Snipes spoke up. 
 
      
 
    Everyone stopped and started to look around. Inami was gone. 
 
      
 
    "Inami!" Fate shouted out. "It's safe now! Where are you!?" 
 
      
 
    "Here!" Inami called out from somewhere in the grass. "I find friends! We hide in grass!" 
 
      
 
    "You found friends?" Matthew cautiously questioned. 
 
      
 
    Snipes immediately ran towards where he heard Inami's voice. "What did you find? Is it a dog?" He asked. He suddenly jumped backwards, as a hand flew out of the grass and nearly grabbed him. Snipes immediately spun around and ran back to the group. 
 
      
 
    Sophia and Carley both readied their bows. 
 
      
 
    "Who is there?!" George demanded. "Come out you coward. Or I will come drag you out." 
 
      
 
    One by one, eleven people stood up from their hiding places in the tall grass. They had almost surrounded the group while they were distracted. Each one of them was carrying a gun. The majority of them carried pistols, two of them had assault rifles, and the man in the front who seemed to be the leader held a revolver to Inami's back. Inami seemed to be oblivious to the danger she was in. 
 
      
 
    Carley and Brooke both immediately went to run at the man. However, Jess quickly grabbed Carley to stop him, and Elliott did the same for Brooke. 
 
      
 
    "Good afternoon." The man with the revolver greeted. "Now, I know you people care about this… Thing." He nudged Inami with his free hand. "So if you don't want it to die you'll drop your weapons and get into a nice little line. We're going back to the ruins you guys just left." 
 
      
 
    "Where did you get the guns? And why are you taking us to the ruins? What do you want?" George growled back. 
 
      
 
    The man laughed. "From the elves of course, you didn't know they had guns? We found a group of elves, they tried to stop and escort us to 'safety.' When they were sleeping we just killed them and took the guns. The AI in here suck. Like really, they are dumb as bricks and even the toughest ones can just be killed in their sleep." The man laughed. "As for you all, I'm sure the people of Bele village will pay a good price to avoid the deaths of ten people." 
 
      
 
    George just glared the man down, "We can fight this." 
 
      
 
    "No. If we fight, even if we win, a lot of us will die. We are surrounded, and they have guns." Fate argued. "We can't fight." She slowly crouched down to put down her rapier, and made her magic cards disappear. While she was crouched down she discreetly hid her signet ring in her shoe. Using the tall grass to conceal her actions. 
 
      
 
    George hesitated, but sighed and dropped his hammer. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the group reluctantly followed suit and dropped their weapons. 
 
      
 
    One of the other gunmen walked over and picked up everyone's weapons, putting them all in a bag. The bag seemed to have some magical qualities, everything he put in it shrunk to a pretty small size. 
 
      
 
    "Good." The man with the revolver stated. "Now let's get moving, I want this deal done ASAP." 
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    — Chapter 10: Deceiver — 
 
      
 
    Everyone was herded back to Oline city. One of the gunmen walked in front of the group to lead the way, while the leader and the other gunmen walked along behind the group to ensure that none of them tried anything. 
 
      
 
    The goblins were no threat to the gunmen, once a couple goblins got shot the rest ran away. The gunmen lead them to an old abandoned police station where there was a small holding cell. It clearly wasn't meant for a group of this size. 
 
      
 
    One by one they took everyone's signet rings, and then pushed them into the cell. When Fate claimed to not have one they briefly searched her, and found hers in her shoe. They also searched Carley, but he honestly didn't have anything hidden on him. They were struggling a little with George, he was bigger then most of them and was stronger then all of them. Instead of taking his ring off, they told him to take it off himself and hand it over. George took his signet ring off and quickly swallowed it. 
 
      
 
    They immediately began yelling at him. One of them hit him over the head with their gun before shoving him into the cell. 
 
      
 
    "One more act of disobedience and we will start shooting." One of the gunmen threatened. 
 
      
 
    Nobody else tried anything. They squeezed everyone in into the cell and locked the door. It was cramped, there was only a little space to move with everyone inside. 
 
      
 
    Snipes and Inami were sitting on the floor in the back. They sat beside Carley who was sitting with his back pressed into the corner, hugging his knees to his chest. He was trembling, but was clearly trying to calm himself down. Jess sat beside him and was trying to help him relax, although she looked just as scared. 
 
      
 
    George, Fate, Matthew, and Chloe were grouped up by the locked door, silently thinking of ways to break out. 
 
      
 
    Sophia stood off to a side of the room, trying to put some space between herself and everyone else so she could think. Although, getting space between them was near impossible in this tiny room. She leaned back against the wall, and then something caught her attention. 
 
      
 
    There was a really tiny, round, glowing object floating up near the ceiling. She pushed her way through everyone to get under it and looked straight up at it. She could see through it, as if it were a hole but it clearly was floating in midair. Whatever was on the other side, it looked like the dark living room to a house. And she could vaguely make out a man in spiky black armor looking through the hole. 
 
      
 
    "We are being watched." Sophia called out. "And not by our captors." 
 
      
 
    "What?" Elliott questioned as he and Brooke got up and pushed their way over to her, then looked up to see what she was looking at. "Who's that?" 
 
      
 
    "Didn't we see him before?" Brooke questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Oh yeah." Sophia spoke up. "Wasn't he that guy who appeared through a portal at the town meeting? He's one of the Alphas." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah that must be him!" Brooke excitedly looked up at the portal again. "He can just open a portal to get us all out of here!" 
 
      
 
    "What's going on?" Fate asked as her, Matthew, George, and Chloe turned their attention to Brooke. 
 
      
 
    "The portal!" Brooke pointed up at it. "It belongs to one of the Alphas we saw at the town meeting. They know we are here, and we can escape through a portal." 
 
      
 
    Matthew looked up at it, then turned back to the group. "Spread out and make some space for them to open a portal in here." 
 
      
 
    They took a step back to make room for a portal. One signet ring, and one small dagger fell out the portal, then tiny portal closed. A new portal never opened. The group waited for an hour before giving in to the fact that the Alpha wasn't going to help them escape. 
 
      
 
    "He's not going to help." George spoke up. "You guys saw him at the meeting, he was the one arguing against protecting people like us. He made it clear that he believes in a survival of the fittest ideology. He gave us what he deems to be the tools we need to survive, and it's on us to either survive or die trying." 
 
      
 
    "He gave us one knife, and one signet ring." Matthew quietly growled. "How the hell are those tools supposed to be good enough for us to escape? We didn't even get a damn key to the door." 
 
      
 
    "I trust that if he gave us these tools, that there is a way to escape with just this. We just need to figure it out." George stated, but nobody else seemed to agree with him. 
 
      
 
    "This guy is an asshole." Fate sighed. "I mean, yeah, thanks for the help. But it would've been less effort to just portal us out of here." 
 
      
 
    As she spoke a black raven with bright red eyes flew into the room and perched itself high up on the rafters. 
 
      
 
    Sophia glanced over at the raven. Those red eyes made it stand out, she remembered seeing this one before. It just sat there, looking around the room and occasionally glancing into the cell. 
 
      
 
    "How can someone have the power to save lives, and actively choose not to." Jess complained. 
 
      
 
    Brooke shot her a look for being a hypocrite, but nodded in agreement. "Some people are just monsters. Probably gets off on watching others struggle." 
 
      
 
    "I'm glad we didn't stay in the village with those people." Matthew sighed. 
 
      
 
    "Well it isn't the fault of the ones in the village." Fate spoke up. "They were clearly against that one guy's way of thinking. I'm sure if they knew we were here they would do something." 
 
      
 
    "Wait." Sophia butted in. "Can't we just message them? On that virtual keyboard thing. What was their names?" 
 
      
 
    Nobody said anything. 
 
      
 
    "We don't remember their names?" Sophia sighed. 
 
      
 
    "It was a good idea." Fate replied. 
 
      
 
    "We will make it out of this." George replied as he picked up the knife and signet ring they had been given. He slipped the knife into the waist of his pants and hid it under his shirt, then he handed the signet ring to Fate. "Make sure you hide it well enough that nobody finds it this time." 
 
      
 
    "I know." Fate sighed. "They were watching us before, I couldn't hide it very well when I was standing in front of them." She lifted her long black hair, grabbing a few strands from the back, underside of her hair. Then used those strands to tightly tie the ring into her hair. Once she let her hair down again, the ring was hidden. 
 
      
 
    "Alright." George started. "So here's the plan. They are gonna have to let us out on occasion to use the restroom. I'm gonna wait and let a couple others go first so they feel safe, make them think we are too broken to try anything, then they will drop their guard at least a little. Then I'm going to go, and the second I get one of them alone I'll pull the knife and take him out. Then I'll sneak back in here, find our weapons, and let everyone out. Then we just go finish these guys off for good." 
 
      
 
    "George." Fate sighed. "You are the least stealthy person here. You and Matthew are freakin huge, I can hear your footsteps from a mile away. You're even worse at stealth because you have bright blue hair and a red shirt." 
 
      
 
    "Comeon." George complained. "That's an exaggeration." 
 
      
 
    Fate rolled her eyes. "Yes, it's an exaggeration. But seriously, even when you're walking in the tall grass, your footsteps are loud. You're huge so you can't hide behind many things, and you're brightly colored hair will make you stick out like a sore thumb. There's no way you're gonna sneak back in without being noticed." 
 
      
 
    George thought about it for a moment. "Then I'll fight my way back in." 
 
      
 
    "You should just give the knife to one of the girls, or Carley actually, she's pretty good at Stealth." Chloe stated. 
 
      
 
    "That would be a terrible idea." Jess spoke up. "Don't you know Carley is a pacifist? He couldn't hurt another human." 
 
      
 
    "Didn't she nearly kill Damion on her own?" Matthew questioned. 
 
      
 
    Carley shook his head. "No…" He murmured. "I tried, but she's half right. I had such a hard time bringing myself to attack him, it's mostly why I lost." 
 
      
 
    "Exactly." Jess stood up and pointed to Chloe. "You people need to stop making Carley do everything for you!" 
 
      
 
    "Jess…" Carley murmured, but was ignored. 
 
      
 
    Jess continued. "You're putting too much on Carley's shoulders! He isn't your butler, he can't solve all of your problems. You're going to get him killed doing this crap!" 
 
      
 
    Chloe walked over to Jess and stood right in front of her, staring down at her. While Jess and Brooke were roughly the same height, Chloe was not. Chloe was more than half a foot taller then Jess, and was more muscular. "Calm. Down." Chloe firmly stated. "I said Carley would be a good fit for the task at hand. I didn't put the knife in her hand and shove her out the damn door. If she doesn't feel like she can do it, she can just say so. We aren't going to force her to." 
 
      
 
    Jess immediately backed down when Chloe walked over. She sat down on the floor beside Carley again. "That's the whole point…" She grumbled. "Carley is completely unable to say no. He's submissive, he can't defend himself. If you tell him you need him to do it, he'll go do it. Regardless of whether he knows he can or can't, he will feel like he has to and will try to force himself to do it. You can't put him in that position. You're going to get him killed." 
 
      
 
    "Then, and I'm sorry but I genuinely mean no offense Carley, if she's that bad then she needs to grow up. Carley will need to get used to it and will need to learn to defend herself. You stepping in like this is only coddling her, and preventing her from growing out of it." Chloe crossed her arms. "Of course, in this one particular case it was necessary. We didn't know Carley was a pacifist. But if she's not in danger let her fend for herself. Stop enabling the self-destructive habit." 
 
      
 
    Jess diverted her gaze and remained silent. 
 
      
 
    "Diversion aside." George took control of the conversation again. "I do not trust anyone else here with this task. It has to be me." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean by that?!" Fate shot him a glare. 
 
      
 
    George sighed. "Look, for starters, I'm not going to give this task to the children. I don't have it in me to enable a child to become a murderer. So Snipes, Inami, Brooke, and Elliott are all disqualified." 
 
      
 
    "Hey! We aren't kids." Elliott interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "You're both under eighteen." George stated. 
 
      
 
    "Barely." Elliott argued. "By a few months for me, and a little over a year for her. We can kill them if need be." 
 
      
 
    "No." George insisted. "So out of everyone left, Matthew is not going to be much better at stealth. Sophia has never been in melee combat before so we don't know if she could even use the knife effectively. And you, Fate, are a defensive fighter. You and your signet are better suited to staying with the group and defending them. That just leaves Chloe and myself. Chloe, do you want to be the one to do this?" 
 
      
 
    Chloe sighed, and shook her head. "Not really. I will if I need to, but I honestly don't think I could. My job was to save lives, not end them." 
 
      
 
    "Case closed." George stated. "It has to be me." 
 
      
 
    "What has to be you?" A voice called out from the other side of the bars. One of the gunmen walked into the room. 
 
      
 
    "There's just one guy." George whispered. "I'm gonna do it now. Carley if you don't wanna see the man die look away." 
 
      
 
    "Not now." Carley fearfully whispered. 
 
      
 
    "Hey!" The man called out. "Answer me when I'm talking to you!" He walked over to the cell and banged on the bars. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, sorry." George quickly replied as he turned to face the man. "Two of us need to use the restroom. However, we know you can probably only take us one at a time. So we were discussing who would go first." 
 
      
 
    The man didn't seem to fully buy it, but he sighed a little and grabbed the key for the cell. 
 
      
 
    "George, don't." Carley whispered. "It's too soon, don't jump the gun." 
 
      
 
    George walked over to the door, and everyone else took a few steps away from it. As George approached the door Carley stood up and he also quickly moved over near the door with George. Although, Carley stayed far enough from the door that he didn't make the gunman nervous. 
 
      
 
    The man was about to open the door when someone outside shouted into the building. "We found them, they are dead!" 
 
      
 
    "What?" The man turned around to face the door and hear the guy outside better.. 
 
      
 
    "Jacob and Daniel!" The guy shouted back. "They were both found dead, with weird carvings in their backs. Someone else is in the area!" 
 
      
 
    The man sighed a little "Does Pete know?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah!" The voice called back. 
 
      
 
    The man shook his head and turned back to the cell. "No funny business, you hear me?" He ordered. "Try anything and I will not hesitate to just kill you, and your friends." He kept his pistol pointed at George as he opened the cell door. 
 
      
 
    George held his hands up. "No tricks here." He said as he stepped towards the door. As soon as it opened he grabbed the man's arm and shoved him backwards. The man stumbled back, firing his pistol the moment George made a move, although due to him stumbling his shot only grazed George's shoulder. 
 
      
 
    George quickly moved in on the man, he immediately went to grab the gunman's throat. The man quickly ducked under George's grasp and slipped behind George, attempting to shut the door. As he did that Carley slipped out of the door, and several others started rushing to try and get out. 
 
      
 
    Carley quickly stepped back as George rushed past him in another attempt to grab the gunman before he could fire again. He grabbed both of the gunman's arms and pinned him to the wall. As he did that, Carley immediately closed and locked the cell door, preventing anyone else from getting out. 
 
      
 
    "Carley?" Fate gave him a confused look. 
 
      
 
    George was about to grab his knife, when Carley jumped up behind him and punched George hard in the back of the neck, knocking George unconscious on the spot. As George collapsed, the gunman looked extremely confused. 
 
      
 
    "He has a knife." Carley quickly said. "We found it in the cell, he was trying to break everyone free. I saved you." 
 
      
 
    "Carley! What are you doing?" Matthew called out. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he finished speaking two other gunmen rushed into the room. Carley immediately dropped to his knees and held his hands over his head. "Don't shoot! I saved your friend!" He called out. 
 
      
 
    The two new gunman looked at their confused friend. "Yeah, the kid saved me." He said. He crouched down to search George, he found and took the knife, then stood back up. "Also informed me of the knife." 
 
      
 
    The two new gunmen gave Carley a strange look. 
 
      
 
    "I am not affiliated with any of these people." Carley shakily spoke up. "I joined up with them a while back for my own survival. Then when I heard they were going to a dungeon, I decided to tag around a little longer. Figured I could use them to gather all of the dungeon loot, then I could steal it and split. I don't wanna die because one idiot thinks he can run the place." 
 
      
 
    Everyone in the cell looked mortified. 
 
      
 
    "Carley!" Jess called out. "How could you! I brought you into this group thinking you were a good person. How could you betray us like this?!" 
 
      
 
    Carley gave her a look that clearly conveyed the message 'That was cringeworthy.' 
 
      
 
    "Why didn't you just run when you escaped then?" One of the gunmen questioned. "No sense sticking around with them." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know your defensive setup outside the cell. Plus, you guys seem to be a well managed group. I think my skill set can be of use to you guys. I'd like to join you." Carley nervously replied. "And what better way to apply to your group then to save your friend and thwart an escape attempt, right?" 
 
      
 
    "What do we do?" The first gunman asked. 
 
      
 
    "Bring the kid to Pete I guess?" The second replied. 
 
      
 
    "Get this bozo back into the cell first." The first gunman stated, and with that the three of them and Carley worked together to life George and push him back into the cell with the others. They closed and locked the door again, then they lead Carley out of the room. 
 
      
 
    "What… Just happened?" Elliott questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Carley just saved your asses, again." Jess growled. 
 
      
 
    "Where are you getting this again part?" Matthew questioned. "That would imply that she's done it before." 
 
      
 
    "This idiot nearly got everyone killed!" Jess argued as she pointed down at George. "Did you see how quickly those two got in here after that gunshot? If we all rushed out of this cell we would've been right in front of them when they ran in." 
 
      
 
    "Not all of us were going to rush out." Fate pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "And we could have pinned the other two in the same way if we were fast enough." Matthew pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "That's a risk I wouldn't have taken." Fate sighed. 
 
      
 
    "So what do we do now?" Elliott spoke up, trying to change the topic. 
 
      
 
    "It seems like Carley has some sort of plan." Fate pointed out. "That excuse she gave seemed well thought out, as if she had been thinking it through for a little while." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Matthew grumbled. "Seemed like he had been planning that one longer than just a little while." 
 
      
 
    "You know, Carley was making that up right?" Brooke pointed out. "I really doubt she'd leave her girlfriend behind if she really was planning something like that." 
 
      
 
    "Some people will do anything to survive." Matthew stated. "Carley hasn't let us down before, but she is the cowardly type, I wouldn't put it past her." 
 
      
 
    "That's a terrible thing to say." Brooke argued. 
 
      
 
    "Not saying she did." Matthew corrected her. "As I said, she's never let us down before. Just saying we should consider it a possibility." 
 
      
 
    "You guys should be figuring out a way out of this on your own." Jess stepped into the conversation. 
 
      
 
    "We are Jess. But without the knife this has become a sticky situation." Fate replied. "My signet can only do so much. I do have teleportation cards, but the chances of drawing them are slim to none." 
 
      
 
    "That's stupidly unreliable." Jess sighed. "Not you, the signet." She clarified. 
 
      
 
    "I understood." Fate replied. "Let's give it some time. The Alphas might actually come for us. And Carley might be able to give us some information or tools to help us. And if both of those fall through, we can use the time to gather information that might be critical to our escape." 
 
      
 
    "I honestly don't believe they are coming." Matthew sighed. "But we can hope." 
 
      
 
    With no other options the group decided to give it some time. While they waited George and Chloe were frequently working out as much as they could within the small cell. They remembered what the Alphas said about how fast everyone's bodies were growing, and didn't want to miss out on a second of growth potential. 
 
      
 
    Four days passed, nothing new happened. Tiny portals would occasionally open on the ceiling and the armored man would catch up on them. Silently. Although the man in the black armor did drop food and drinks in through the portal at night, when the gunmen were asleep. He gave them enough to keep everyone fed and healthy. The gunmen weren't going to feed them. 
 
      
 
    On the fifth night the portal opened again, and this time the armored man spoke to them. "For the record, I killed the messenger. The people of Belle village don't know. Nobody is coming. You must get yourselves out of this." 
 
      
 
    "Why would you kill the messenger!?" Fate shouted back at the portal. 
 
      
 
    The armored man on the other side shrugged. "More fun that way. You ain't gonna learn anything by being saved. You can escape on your own. But I'd personally wait a few more days before trying. There's still eight of them in the camp. Won't be for long." 
 
      
 
    If the portal wasn't too small to reach through Fate would've tried to jump and grab onto something, anything on the other side. But the man in the spiked black armor didn't make it big enough to reach through. 
 
      
 
    "This isn't a game! Our lives are at stake!" Matthew shouted back at him. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I mean, technically." The man in the spiky black armor started. 
 
      
 
    "This isn't a time for jokes." Brooke growled. 
 
      
 
    "There's never not a time for jokes." The man replied, then the portal closed. 
 
      
 
    "Asshole." Elliott sighed and sat back down in the corner of the room. 
 
      
 
    "Well, he is helping us." George pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "Helping get us killed." Fate pointed out. "He is toying with us. Like, seriously, who the hell plays games with other people's lives?" 
 
      
 
    "This guy does." George laughed. 
 
      
 
    Fate, along with several others, shot him a glare. 
 
      
 
    "So what do we do now?" Snipes spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "We need to find a way out. Clearly those with power ain't helping and we will need to do this on our own." Matthew sighed. 
 
      
 
    The red-eyed raven flew into the room again and perched itself on top of a pile of rubble. It's talons and beak were covered in blood giving it a very unsettling appearance. 
 
      
 
    "And the creepy bird has gotten even creepier." Matthew pointed out. "I thought that thing left, why's it still hanging around?" 
 
      
 
    "Probably just found a rat or something." Fate replied, but she took a step away from the raven. Something wasn't right about that bird. 
 
      
 
    "The man did say for us to wait a few days before we make our move, so we should probably try to follow that plan." Sophia suggested. 
 
      
 
    Chloe nodded in agreement. "That is likely for the best. We should keep an ear out for them, by what the man said it seems like he knows a few of the gunmen are going to leave shortly. That will probably be our best shot at escaping." 
 
      
 
    The group agreed on that point, so they waited two more days. Carley still hadn't been seen since he left with the gunmen. It was the seventh night of their imprisonment when they heard this eerie sound echoing through the old police station. It was a female voice, singing in a soft, but eerie tone. The words she sung couldn't be understood, but everyone could hear her moving through the building. 
 
      
 
    "What is that?" One of the gunmen questioned.. 
 
      
 
    "Go check it out." Pete, the leader, ordered. The group could hear the footsteps of someone rush off into another room, followed by silence. 
 
      
 
    "What is out there?" Pete called out. "Adam! What do you see?" But there was no answer. 
 
      
 
    "Wake up guys! And grab your guns!" Pete called out and brief movement could be heard. 
 
      
 
    "What's going on?" Sophia murmured, half asleep. 
 
      
 
    "This might be our chance. Or we might be in even more danger." Fate replied. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Sophia yawned and tried to wake up. She sat up and carefully walked around the others, who were still asleep, to stand beside Fate. 
 
      
 
    "There's some creepy voice in the building." Brooke spoke up, but didn't get off the floor. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she finished talking the next room erupted into a mix of gunshots and screams, waking up almost everyone in the cell. 
 
      
 
    "They are fighting something!" George called out as he quickly got onto his feet. "Now is our chance." He added as he quickly rushed over to the door and began trying to kick it open. Although, he couldn't get the door to budge. 
 
      
 
    "This cell could be what's keeping us alive right now." Fate pointed out. "Whatever they are fighting, it could be worse than our captors. If we break out now we might be jumping out of the pot and into the fire." 
 
      
 
    "It's a risk we have to take!" George insisted, although no matter how hard he tried he couldn't break the door open. 
 
      
 
    The gunshots and screams suddenly stopped, and a moment after, two people walked into the room. It was hard to see them in the dark, but it was a man and a woman. The man approached the cell first, almost rushing over to the bars. As he got closer his features became a little easier to see in the dark. Blonde hair, blue eyes, and that child-size red hoodie he wore that was far too small for him. He was also covered in blood. 
 
      
 
    "Damion…" Fate quietly growled. "What are you doing here?" 
 
      
 
    "Just following orders." Damion grinned widely and looked at everyone in the cell. "Where did that stupid kid go? And Jackson? I have a score to settle." 
 
      
 
    As soon as she heard his voice Brooke jumped up, and Elliot was just half a second behind her. "Carley isn't here. He stayed behind in the village." Brooke lied. 
 
      
 
    "After what you did to him, he was too afraid to leave the village." Elliott added onto the lie. 
 
      
 
    "That's a shame." Damion sighed. "I guess I'll see him in a couple weeks then." 
 
      
 
    "Damion hon, we need to go. They are regrouping." The woman traveling with him stated. She walked over to the cage to stand beside Damion. She was 6'2" and appeared to have a thin build, but the black cloak she wore made it near impossible to see most of her in the darkness. But one thing stood out, she had blood red eyes and her face was very pale. Her cloak had an odd symbol on it, there was a simple red circle with what appeared to be a black phoenix flying across it. The phoenix was leaving a trail of black flames behind it, in the shape of the capital letter M. Damion also had the same insignia on his hoodie, that hadn't been on his hoodie before. 
 
      
 
    Damion turned back to her. "We can take them." He insisted. 
 
      
 
    The woman grinned a little. "I'd love to kill them." She replied, then glanced up at everyone in the cage. "All of them." She added with a light laugh. "But as much as I'd like to, we are not supposed to. Just a couple more weeks, then we get to go have some fun." 
 
      
 
    Damion sighed a little. "Fine." He turned and the two of them left the room. After a few steps he killed himself and everyone cheered. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the night went by in silence, with everyone wondering if any of the gunmen were alive. They would have to wait until tomorrow to know what happened, but they all knew it was time they started working on an escape plan. 
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    — Chapter 11: Escape! — 
 
      
 
    Brooke took a deep breath as she looked around at everyone in the group. How were they going to do this? They only had the one signet ring that Alpha in the black armor had given them, no matter how she looked at it that wasn't enough to escape with. She stood beside Elliott as the group discussed how to go about their escape. She kept glancing at the door, hoping to get some sign or something from Carley. But ever since he left to supposedly join the gunmen there has been no sign of him at all. She was worried that they might have just killed him. 
 
      
 
    "No that's far too passive." George argued. "We need to break out and use aggressive strategy to get through these guys! None of this lying in wait BS." 
 
      
 
    "If we just charge out like that people will die!" Fate argued. "We need to take this tactfully and cautiously." 
 
      
 
    "No that just won't work." George argued. "We need to give the signet ring to Jess, have her swap places with the next guard to check up on us. That'll put her outside the cell and the guard inside with us where we can beat him to death. We take his gun, Jess opens the cell to let us out and hands the signet back to Fate, then we rush out there while they aren't expecting it and overwhelm them before they even know what hit them!" 
 
      
 
    The raven cawed after George explained his plan. 
 
      
 
    "No!" Fate argued. "They still have guns, if we rush out there like idiots they will shoot us!" She crossed her arms and glared up at George. "We do the switch with Jess, then after that we hide and ambush the people who come to check on us. We can take a few of them out this way before we engage the whole group." 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 "But by doing that we lose the element of surprise against the full group!" George argued. "If we surprise the whole group we can take all of em out real quick. If they know about us then it will be harder to take them all out." 
 
      
 
    "Shush!" Sophia quickly stepped in when she heard the front door to the police station open. 
 
      
 
    "This is it. Give Jess the ring." George quietly insisted. 
 
      
 
    "We follow my plan." Fate whispered. 
 
      
 
    "No we follow mine." George argued. But when Fate refused to hand over the signet ring George growled quietly. He spit his own signet ring out into his hand, then shoved it into Jess's hand. 
 
      
 
    "Eew!" Jess nearly shouted out as she dropped the signet ring onto the floor. 
 
      
 
    Fate quickly stepped on the ring to hide it as one of the gunmen walked into the room and walked over to the bars. 
 
      
 
    "You two!" He pointed to Brooke and Elliott. "Out of the cell." 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Elliott questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Because I said so!" The gunman argued. He opened the cell and grabbed Brooke by the arm, then yanked her out of the cell. However Brooke immediately broke free from his grasp and took a step away from him. 
 
      
 
    "I can walk on my own, thank you." Brooke growled at him. Elliott quickly left the cell to stand beside her. 
 
      
 
    George was about to rush out of the cell, but the door was shut and locked too quickly for him to escape. George shot the man a death glare and walked to the back of the cell again. 
 
      
 
    Sophia and Fate both gave the siblings a concerned look, but they held their tongues for now. 
 
      
 
    "Why are you taking them?!" Snipes yelled out as he rushed over to the bars. "These are my friends! Stop taking my friends away!" 
 
      
 
    Inami, reading the mood, placed a hand on his shoulder and gently tugged Snipes back into the crowd. "Shh. We supposed be quiet." 
 
      
 
    The man hesitated a moment, but ignored Snipes and lead the two of them out of the building. 
 
      
 
    "What do we do?" Sophia asked. 
 
      
 
    "We stop screwing around and escape next time someone comes in! We could already be out right now!" George angrily growled and shot a glare at Fate and Jess. "Jess! Why the hell did you drop the ring?" 
 
      
 
    "It was gross! It was covered in your spit." Jess argued. 
 
      
 
    "Get over it. It might have saved their lives." George countered. 
 
      
 
    "We don't know that they are going to be harmed." Sophia spoke up quickly to calm the kids down. 
 
      
 
    "He didn't seem too friendly." Matthew spoke up. "Whatever he wanted them for wasn't good." 
 
      
 
    "We need to act as soon as possible. Next chance we get, follow my damn lead." George ordered. 
 
      
 
    "They will be okay, Carley is out there she will protect them." Fate insisted. "We need to take it slow. We'll get out on the next guard, then slowly work our way through the enemies." 
 
      
 
    "Carley isn't out there, it's been far too long and we haven't heard from her. She's either dead or she ran off." George argued. "We need to just bust out of here as quickly as possible and bash their skulls in." 
 
      
 
    The argument didn't seem like it was going to end any time soon. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott were silently lead out of the building by the gunman. They were lead across the street to what looked like an old apartment building. Inside the abandoned and ransacked building was the leader of the gunmen, Pete, lying back on a couch. 
 
      
 
    When they entered he stood up and walked over to them. "Welcome to my home." He greeted. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott remained silent. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, yeah, I know we aren't friends." Pete chuckled a little. "Figured I'd open the floor to a semi-friendly relationship, but we can just drop that and let business be business." 
 
      
 
    He still received no answer from them. 
 
      
 
    "We lost a lot of our people recently. Some psychopath and his equally insane girlfriend is running around these ruins. And honestly, I don't even know what is taking Jarred so long to get back. We sent him with a message to the Alphas when we captured y'all and haven't heard from him since." Pete sighed a little. "I'm thinking the idiot managed to get himself killed." 
 
      
 
    "What does that have to do with us?" Elliott questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Finally! Conversation!" Pete grinned. "We are adjusting our tactics to get food and money while we wait. We don't have the manpower to challenge travelers head-on anymore. So I sent Danny in to gather a few of the kids in your group." He gestured to the man who lead Brooke and Elliott here. "We plan to use you two as hostages to negotiate the surrender of travelers. But at the same time we didn't want to take the two little ones. None of my guys will feel comfortable putting a gun to their heads. But you two are young enough to tug at the heart strings of travelers, and are old enough to not weigh on our conscience." 
 
      
 
    "Why are you telling us this?" Elliott questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Play your roll well, and you can earn a place in our ranks. Like that other lady from your group did. She's an amazing scavenger. Brings us lots of food each day." Pete explained. "We need to rebuild our ranks." 
 
      
 
    "So Carley is okay?" Brooke worriedly asked. 
 
      
 
    "She's fine, as long as she continues to be a resource." Pete replied. "She has started handling all the cooking, cleaning, and scavenging all on her own. Plus it's nice having a lady around the camp. We have no reason to get rid of her." 
 
      
 
    Brooke couldn't help but to snicker a little. When he gave her an odd look she quickly clarified. "That's how she joined our group. Funny how much of a chameleon she is. Fits right in with anyone." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. Too bad you guys couldn't protect her." Pete replied, then looked at Elliott. "Your loss. But no worries, me and my guys will keep her safe as long as she keeps being so valuable." 
 
      
 
    "So you just want us to act as hostages?" Elliott stated. 
 
      
 
    "Yep. Can you do that?" Pete questioned. "We ain't gonna actually shoot you. If we did then we'd need to get new hostages. We will just make travelers think we're going to shoot you if they don't surrender, then when they drop their weapons we shoot them and take their stuff. Then rinse and repeat with the next group to walk by." 
 
      
 
    "Can we see Carley first?" Brooke asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes and no." Pete stated. "She'll be coming back from her scavenging trip soon. You will see her come back then and you'll be able to see that she's fine. I will even let you talk with her privately. That's a pretty big showing of trust I am giving you there, I shouldn't be doing that. But since you're being polite with me now I will permit it. Don't disappoint me." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." Brooke replied. 
 
      
 
    "You see? I'm not a bad person. I just want to survive like the rest of you." Pete smiled. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I can tell." Brooke lied. 
 
      
 
    "Good, we can all be friends then. Just play your part and we will all thrive in this new world." Pete said and then gestured for them to be escorted out. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott were escorted out of the building and into the main camp, in the road right outside the prison. The gunmen were all gathered around a campfire, and their sleeping bags were set up just a short distance from the fire. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott awkwardly stood around with the other gunmen for a little while before they spotted Carley walking back into the camp. He looked pretty badly battered and worn out. But he was carrying four backpacks full of stuff. He looked like he was struggling to carry them all, and he was walking with a limp that implied that his leg was broken. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott were about to rush over to him but they were stopped before they could get far. "You two are to stay put until you're told to move." Danny, the gunman that was watching over them stated. 
 
      
 
    "It's alright Danny!" Pete called out from the second floor window of his house. "They are kids, let them go see their friend." 
 
      
 
    Danny hesitated, but let Brooke and Elliott go to Carley. However before they could reach him the other gunmen around the fire jumped up and ran over. 
 
      
 
    "You alright Carley?" The first man to reach Carley asked before taking all four of Carley's bags. Carley had been struggling to carry the four, and had slung them over his back. The gunman just picked all of the bags up one handed. 
 
      
 
    "I'm okay. Thank you Chris." Carley uneasily replied, then shot Brooke and Elliott a worried look when he realized they were out here too. 
 
      
 
    Two of the other gunmen quickly rushed over to Carley. The first checked his leg and the other just picked Carley up and carried him into the camp. "What happened to your leg?" The one who had picked Carley up asked. 
 
      
 
    "The dragon spooked me and I missed a jump, fell off the roof." Carley sheepishly replied. It was clear he was trying very hard to resist his urge to flinch when they touched him. 
 
      
 
    "Don't go so close to the dragon, that's dangerous. We need you alive." One of the gunmen stated. 
 
      
 
    "Alex, I'm fine please put me down." Carley uneasily said, and Alex put him down by the fire. Then Carley turned to the other gunman who was following them and checking his leg. "I just broke it a little, don't worry about it Andrew." 
 
      
 
    "Of course I'm gonna worry about it, I care about ya Carley." Andrew insisted, then he grabbed a potion and handed it to Carley. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." Carley replied and as soon as he was laid down by the fire he drank the potion. 
 
      
 
    "Give them some space guys, let the kids see their friend." Pete called out from the window again. All of the guys, once they heard Pete, reluctantly scattered and went off to different sections of the camp. Giving Carley, Jess, and Elliott some space. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott quickly sat beside Carley as the potion slowly started to paralyze him. 
 
      
 
    "You okay Carley?" Elliott asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Carley replied. "What about you guys?" 
 
      
 
    "We're fine. We got worried when we didn't hear from you." Brooke added. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, I'm having a hard time doing what needs to be done." Carley quietly answered. Then he took Elliott's hand and pressed it against his side. Elliott could feel a gun concealed under Carley's shirt. 
 
      
 
    "You don't need to Carley." Elliott replied, and gave Brooke a nod to confirm what she was thinking. 
 
      
 
    "These people aren't bad people. They are scared and are trying to survive." Carley stated. "Pete is leading them astray, he's using that fear to make them follow him into this life of crime. It's not their faults." He whispered. "We only need to take him out and unite the others." 
 
      
 
    "These are not good people Carley. These guys are all pretty sleazy to say the least." Brooke replied. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?"" Carley asked. 
 
      
 
    "Carley, they think you're a girl." Brooke whispered. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that's been helping me get everything I need around here. They go a bit easier on me." Carley quietly replied. 
 
      
 
    "That's a great asset, really, but that's not a good thing." Brooke pointed out. "These are a bunch of lonely guys, and you're probably the first girl to be hanging around them." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, they really seem to appreciate it." Carley replied. 
 
      
 
    "Carley." Brooke sighed. "Dear god, You really are oblivious. They want to get with you." 
 
      
 
    Carley paused for a moment, then turned a bright shade of red. "Seriously?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes. That's pretty obvious even to me." Elliott stated. "You really need to be more careful around them." He said and gestured to the potion bottle. 
 
      
 
    "Pete was even giving me a few… unsettling looks." Brooke murmured. "He's a real creep." 
 
      
 
    Carley nodded a little. "I understand. I will… Try my best to do what I need to do. It's just hard." 
 
      
 
    "You can let me do it." Elliott stated. 
 
      
 
    "No, you're still a kid, and you're a friend. I won't make you take someone else's life." Carley insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Carley." Elliott stated. "I've already killed someone once before. Back in the real world, Brooke and I had been kidnapped by some sick people. I shot and killed one of them as we escaped." 
 
      
 
    Carley froze for a moment. "How did you do it? Does it still bother you?" 
 
      
 
    "It still haunts me in my nightmares from time to time. But I've gotten over it, as long as I don't think about it much. And I dunno how I did it, I just went and did it. I had to." Elliott replied and Brooke gently pat his back to comfort him. 
 
      
 
    Carley nodded. "I can handle some nightmares. It would probably be better than the one I already have. I'll do it." The potion was starting to wear off and he sat up, then took a deep breath. "I'm sorry for taking so long. I've missed so many chances… It's just… I was never meant to kill anyone. It's hard." 
 
      
 
    "Eyes up everyone!" Pete shouted out. "Two travelers heading down the road! They look like two elves, so we hit a jackpot tonight." 
 
      
 
    "Let's go you two, you got a job to do." Danny grunted as he walked over and shoved Elliott and Brooke onto their feet. 
 
      
 
    "We need you too Carley, bring your bow." Pete stated "The elves are a powerful bunch, we need all of our strength to take them if things go south." 
 
      
 
    Carley nodded a little, and followed everyone. Danny took Brooke and Elliott into a nearby house, Carley and Pete hid in a different building together, and the other gunmen spread out and all hid in different places along the road. 
 
      
 
    Two elven girls walked down the road. The first girl was a 5'6" elven woman with a thin but muscular build. She had blue eyes and chin-length brown hair, wore a white tank top with a black leather jacket over it, and blue jeans. She had some metal gauntlets with long, sharp, steel claws on her hands. 
 
      
 
    The second elven girl was a bit shorter, she stood at 4'10", just an inch shorter than Inami and a little taller than Snipes, which made her look like a kid at first glance. She looked severely underweight, making her very thin and frail. She had blue eyes and long black hair, tied back a loose braid, that stopped just below her waist. She wore a violet in the side of her hair and was wearing a long pink and white dress with a floral pattern on the lower part of it. Her dress went down almost all the way to her ankles, and had long sleeves that covered most of her arms. She carried a bow on her back and the two were idly talking amongst each other. 
 
      
 
    "If we just knew what the humans called the thing we could find it much easier." The shorter girl sighed. "I'm sure that once I get my hands on a few bottles of their medicine I can learn how it works and make something out of it." 
 
      
 
    "We'll find it. The medical center has got to be in one of these buildings." The taller one shrugged. The two of them looked similar, as if they were related. 
 
      
 
    "The human cities are just weird, there isn't any rhyme or reason to where things are. And why do they cover the ground in this, whatever this is?" She kicked the sidewalk. "They ruined this area of the field." 
 
      
 
    The taller one laughed. "I know, I asked the same questions the first time Adamus took me out here for training. Humans are of lower intelligence, and lower class, they do a lot of dumb things that make no sense." 
 
      
 
    "That's a bit of a generalization." The shorter elf countered. "But it does appear to be true… Sadly. I wonder if we could teach them, help them advance as a species." 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Pete stepped out of his house and stood a few feet in front of them. Both of the women stopped dead in their tracks. The one with the gauntlets shot him a glare and the smaller woman quietly took a step back. Pete signaled for the Danny to step out. 
 
      
 
    Danny walked out with Brooke and Elliott, keeping a gun to the back of Brooke's head. He made the two teens kneel in front of Pete. Pete then put his revolver to Elliott's head. 
 
      
 
    "Hello ladies." Pete greeted them. "Hadn't expected anyone to show up so soon, but glad you walked in. I got two human kids here, teenagers technically. If you don't want them to die then you will hand over all of your belongings. It'll be an exchange, your stuff for them." 
 
      
 
    The smaller of the two elves immediately looked worried, she quickly took her bag off her back to hand it over without second thought. However the taller of the two grabbed her arm and stopped her. 
 
      
 
    "Ella, what are you doing?" The smaller girl questioned. "We can't let the kids die." 
 
      
 
    "The humans are not our responsibility Lynn." Eladienne replied, then she looked back at Pete. "Find someone else to save them." 
 
      
 
    "No, we can't leave them!" Lynn argued. "They'll die!" 
 
      
 
    "You can't stick your neck out for everyone you meet sis." Eladienne stated. "The last group of elves to interact with humans were killed by the same humans they were trying to help. Daenestra was with them and they killed her too. We don't mingle with the humans anymore, they are savages." 
 
      
 
    Carley wasn't sure what was going on, he stood beside Pete and was nervously watching. Worrying about Brooke and Elliott. Out of the corner of his eye he spotted Fate sneaking out of the jail, followed by Jess and Sophia. The three of them hid behind a nearby car. Fate drew her hand of cards and pulled out a nine of hearts, three of clubs, eight of diamonds, nine of diamonds, and a six of hearts. 
 
      
 
    Pete sighed, then whistled as a signal for the others to step out of hiding. The three other gunmen all stepped out and pointed their guns at the two elven women. Alex and Chris were behind the girls, while Andrew was standing in an open window in the house right next to them. As soon as she saw them Lynn fearfully grabbed her bow and cast a barrier spell on herself and her younger sister. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne adjusted her gauntlets and took a deep breath. "I suggest you put the guns away, and let us keep walking through. I will not give you a second warning, I will just kill you." 
 
      
 
    "Ella, we can't take them." Lynn protested. "We need to give up our stuff." 
 
      
 
    "They are a bunch of cowards, like any other human. We can take them." Eladienne growled. "Plus, I just noticed. That asshole has Daenestra's rifle." She turned her head to shoot a glare at Andrew. Then, suddenly, Eladienne took off running at him. The man quickly took cover behind the wall, however as Eladienne approached the building her signet flashed and she began to emit a red glowing aura. She immediately punched the wall he was hiding behind, and struck it with such force that the wall exploded in a mess of blood and debris. When the dust cleared Andrew was lifelessly lying on the ground a few feet away from the destroyed wall. 
 
      
 
    Everyone froze for a moment in shock, before Pete shouted out "Open fire!" Pete and Danny both took their guns off of Elliott and Brooke's heads and started to shoot at the two elven women. Carley was firing his arrows at the elves, but was intentionally missing every shot. He didn't want to harm them. 
 
      
 
    The two elven girls quickly took cover. Their barriers kept them protected from the first couple bullets, it lasted just long enough for them to get behind a nearby car. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Brooke noticed the gun wasn't against her head anymore she leaned forwards, then slammed her head backwards, headbutting Danny in the crotch and knocking him to the ground. Elliott also jumped up and was about to pin Danny down when Pete grabbed his arm and threw Elliott to the ground. 
 
      
 
    "HEY! What do you two think you're doing!?" Pete shouted at them and pointed his revolver at Brooke's head. Elliott lunged to try and grab the gun, but before he could reach it another gunshot rang out right next to them. Pete lifelessly collapsed to the ground with a bullet wound in the back of his head. 
 
      
 
    Carley stood behind Pete's corpse, with the stolen pistol in his hand and an absolutely mortified expression on his face. "I did it… I…" Carley dropped the gun and covered his mouth as he started to cough and after a moment he needed to turn away to throw up. 
 
      
 
    Danny immediately turned and pointed his pistol at Carley, and without even getting up he fired three shots. 
 
      
 
    "Carley!" Jess shouted as she ran out of hiding, towards Carley and activated her signet. Carley started to glow but she didn't use it fast enough to teleport him before he would be shot. 
 
      
 
    However, Fate also acted quickly and used her nine of diamonds to create a wall of steel cards between Carley and Danny, effectively blocking the bullets. After the bullets were blocked Jess's signet switched her and Carley's places. Then Brooke and Elliott quickly crawled behind the cardwall, and Jess quickly ran to the other side of the wall with them to check on Carley. 
 
      
 
    Carley's head was already spinning, being teleported threw him off balance and caused him to stumble. He leaned against the car the others were hiding behind for support. However as the three other gunmen turned to see what happened, all they could see was a metal card wall, Pete dead on the ground and Danny on the ground beside him, and Carley standing out in the open. They immediately began firing at Carley, one of them with a rifle and the other with the pistol. 
 
      
 
    Lynn quickly created a barrier around Carley, which blocked the first two bullets before it broke. But Carley wasn't moving, his head was spinning, he was breathing heavily, and he was starting to shake. The moment he had realized that he killed the man he completely lost all focus. He was shot four times in the back, twice in his upper left leg, and once in his right arm. Carley collapsed to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Fate, seeing Carley fall, quickly rushed out in an attempt to grab him and drag him to safety. But before she could reach him Danny took two shots, hitting her once in the leg and once again in the stomach. Fate collapsed and quickly pulled herself back behind the car. Danny quickly started trying to stand up. In response, Fate grabbed her three of clubs, which immediately turned into a razor-sharp metal card, then she threw it at Danny. The card took off like a bullet, and pierced clean through Danny's chest, striking his heart and killing him instantly. 
 
      
 
    "Cover me!" Sophia called out as she attempted to step out and grab Carley. Fate dragged herself to lean back against the car, then quickly used both her nine of hearts, which created a wall-like barrier between Sophia and the more distant gunmen, and her eight of diamonds which gave Sophia stone skin. Chloe rushed out alongside Sophia, and under the cover of the barrier the two women grabbed Carley and dragged him behind the car. 
 
      
 
    "You didn't need to help Chloe, Carley is pretty tiny, I can lift him alone." Sophia stated. "Thanks though, just don't risk your life like that." 
 
      
 
    "I didn't think much about that, I just acted off instinct." Chloe replied, then poked her head out from behind the car. She watched Elliott trying to shoot at the other gunmen with the revolver. Then Brooke quickly rushed over and grabbed Danny's gun before she ducked into the police station. Brooke and Elliott were both occasionally sticking their heads out to fire a few shots at the two remaining gunmen. 
 
      
 
    "He has no pulse." Sophia worriedly pointed out. Then she turned to notice that Fate too was staring off into space. "Snap out of it! We need you Fate!" Sophia shouted as she shook Fate. 
 
      
 
    "I-I'm sorry, what?" Fate shook her head but looked disoriented. 
 
      
 
    "Carley has no pulse." Sophia repeated. "Are you okay? That last card heals you right? Why don't you use it on yourself?" 
 
      
 
    "R-Right… I'm fine. It didn't hit anything vital. And it's Carley, it's not the first time he lost a pulse. Coming back from the brink of death is kinda his thing." Fate insisted as she used her last card, the six of hearts, on Carley. It made all of his wounds less severe, but wasn't enough to heal them all. "He will be okay, we all will make sure of that." Fate seemed very distracted, she kept glancing at Danny's body and she was taking deep breaths, as if to try and calm herself. 
 
      
 
    Sophia glanced at Carley when she used her card on him, then looked back at Fate. "What about you? You're hurt too." 
 
      
 
    "What?" Fate slurred her speech a little. "Oh, I'll be okay. I… I just need a little time to clear my head." 
 
      
 
    George and Matthew burst out of hiding and rushed at the last two gunmen. George carried a signpost that had been knocked out of the ground and hurled it at Alex, striking the man and knocking him to the ground. Then George rushed after Alex while Matthew rushed at Chris. 
 
      
 
    Alex stumbled onto his feet and just barely evaded a right hook from George, although the burly man wasn't stopping at just a hook. George immediately jabbed Alex in the stomach and knocked him backwards. But Alex landed on his feet and fired his rifle back at George, hitting him twice in the chest. Although George didn't fall, he rushed at Alex with no regard to his wounds. 
 
      
 
    Alex took aim at George again, but before he could fire he was shot in the arm by Elliott and nearly dropped his rifle. He glanced back at the others and realized that him and Chris were the last ones left. He didn't want to fight a lost battle, so he immediately turned and ran down the nearest alleyway to escape. 
 
      
 
    George chased him for a few steps, but then turned back on Chris. 
 
      
 
    Chris noticed him abandoning the fight and also turned to run, he shoved Matthew back and bolted for the alleyway but before he could get far George blocked the path. Chris immediately shot at George, but George quickly dove out of the way and the bullets missed. Then, while Chris wasn't looking, the taller elven woman rushed at him from the side. 
 
      
 
    Chris quickly turned his pistol on her, but before he could fire Lynn's arrow pierced his shoulder and made him drop the gun. Eladienne quickly punched him in the stomach, causing him to stumble backwards. Before he could regain his footing Brooke shot him in the back, stunning him for just long enough for Eladienne to rush in again and slash at his head with her claws. Chris couldn't evade that attack in time, and was killed by the blow. 
 
      
 
    With the chaos of the battle over Eladienne flicked the blood off her gauntlets. "Lets go." She said to Lynn. 
 
      
 
    "The humans got hurt!" Lynn protested as she stepped out of her hiding place and rushed towards the humans. However Eladienne grabbed her arm to stop her. 
 
      
 
    "No Lynn! Comeon, you're supposed to be the smart one, stop being stupid. Let's get out of here before they attack us again." Eladienne argued. 
 
      
 
    "They might be friendly." Lynn insisted. 
 
      
 
    "They might not be. They are humans, they can't even get along with other humans. If they can't get along with their own kind how could they get along with us?" Eladienne pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "I'm older, you can't tell me what to do." Lynn protested. 
 
      
 
    "I'm bigger, and stronger." Eladienne countered. 
 
      
 
    Lynn pouted and tried to pull her arm out of her sister's grip, but the tiny girl was by far not strong enough. She then yanked harder in an attempt to pull her arm away even if she had to hurt herself to do it, and Eladienne quickly let her go so she wouldn't harm herself. Lynn stumbled a little then brushed herself off. "Well I'm going to go help them. You can leave if you like." She insisted, and resumed walking over to the others. 
 
      
 
    "Lynn no!" Eladienne tried to argue, but her sister wasn't listening. She sighed and walked alongside Lynn, keeping a cautious eye on all of the humans. The only thing she could do was to stand nearby and prepare to defend Lynn when they inevitably attacked. 
 
      
 
    Lynn rushed over to where Carley and the others were hidden behind the car and crouched down beside Carley. Jess, who had regrouped with the others, gave the two elven women a strange look but said nothing to them. 
 
      
 
    "Is she okay?" Lynn worriedly asked. "I am Lynn, a healer in training. I've been training under Cora, the lead healer in our village. I can help." However, before even waiting for an answer she placed a hand on Carley's shoulder and immediately began healing his wounds. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne stood over the group of them, glaring all of them down as she protectively watched over Lynn. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." Jess said. 
 
      
 
    "Get everyone else who is wounded to come here. I need to help that big guy too, but I think this one is hurt worse. And the big guy is a little scary." Lynn instructed, mumbling that last part quietly. "Are you three the only ones who got hurt?" She asked, gesturing to Fate, Carley, and George." 
 
      
 
    "I think so." Sophia replied. 
 
      
 
    "Is Carley alright?" Brooke asked as her and Elliott rejoined everyone. When they spotted Fate leaning against the wall, and they noticed that she was covered in blood as well they looked even more concerned. "Fate you got hit too? You okay?" 
 
      
 
    "He will be okay." Lynn replied. "He's still alive, barely, but he's alive. The others should also be fine, I can heal everyone." 
 
      
 
    "He?" Eladienne questioned and shot her a confused look. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that threw me off too." Lynn sheepishly answered as she looked up at Eladienne. "But yeah, once I took control of the body to start the healing process I figured that one out." 
 
      
 
    George and Matthew returned to the group, and George sat down beside Fate. "Hey, Fate, you alright?" He asked as he waved a hand in front of her face, but she didn't respond. The look in her eyes seemed distant. "Wakey wakey!" George called out as he shook her a little. 
 
      
 
    The jerking movement made Fate shout in pain and immediately snapped her out of her thoughts."I-I'm alright." She quickly said, biting her lip and cringing in pain as she spoke. "You okay? You got shot too." 
 
      
 
    "Sure you are. And yeah, I'm fine." George replied, trying very hard to mask the pain in his own voice. Although each word he said was wavering just a little and he seemed to be having a little difficulty breathing. "As much as I wanna leave that prison cell, I think we should stay the night in the prison. It's a safe place to stay until we're rested up." 
 
      
 
    "How did you guys escape?" Brooke asked. "The plan was to swap with a guard, but you had no guards to swap with." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. About that." Matthew grumbled. "Inami was capable of walking through the bars this entire time. But she didn't tell us." He stated and shot the small panda girl a glare. 
 
      
 
    "I thought we supposed to stay in the box." Inami murmured quietly and looked at the ground. "I not know. I not want to get in trouble. They say stay in box, so I stay in box, like a good girl. Then I help get key when he told me to." She said as she pointed at Matthew. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott both couldn't help but to laugh a little. 
 
      
 
    "Look Ella, they have a little panda girl with them." Lynn spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "Lynn, you don't know if they were hurting her or not, or why they are keeping her around. That means nothing." Eladienne insisted. 
 
      
 
    Inami walked over and tugged on Eladienne's jacket. "They my friends. They help find Thomas. They nice, they sometimes feed me fish." 
 
      
 
    "They only sometimes feed you?" Eladienne raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah! It good fish! I like them." Inami cheerfully replied. 
 
      
 
    "We feed her every time we eat." Sophia corrected Inami. But Eladienne shot her a look of distrust. 
 
      
 
    "She doesn't look malnourished." Lynn spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "Fine." Eladienne sighed, knowing exactly why her sister brought it up. "We can stay with them until you finish healing them." Then she turned to George, Matthew, and Fate. "But I am watching you humans, touch my sister and I will make you wish you were dead." She warned. 
 
      
 
    "She doesn't mean that." Lynn insisted. "She's friendly once you know her." 
 
      
 
    "No I do mean it." Eladienne stated. 
 
      
 
    "We won't hurt her, promise." George replied. "I saw you punch that wall, I'd rather that not be me." 
 
      
 
    "Good." Eladienne nodded. 
 
      
 
    Lynn healed Carley just enough to ensure that he wasn't going to bleed to death, then she went to heal Fate and George since their wounds were less severe. Most of the bullets hadn't gone clean through Carley like they did the others, and he had been shot several more times. Once they were healed she returned to healing Carley. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott left the group for a moment to scavenge the camp. They were able to find everyone's stolen gear along with some other food and supplies. After a little while George carried Carley into the jail so they could rest inside a building. Lynn would resume healing him once they were inside. It was a long and tedious task, but she eventually removed all of the bullets and healed the wounds. They just needed to wait for Carley to wake up, and they were sure he would. Jess stuck by Carley's side the entire time, and she allowed Brooke, Sophia, Fate, and Elliott to check up on him twice. Every time they came after that she insisted that he needed undisturbed rest and shooed them away. Snipes and Inami were allowed to come as many times as they wanted. The rest of the group found a place to camp out and they settled in for the remainder of the night. 
 
      
 
    Next Chapter: Breaking up, the Group Grows Smaller. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12: Breaking apart 
 
      
 
      
 
    (Sorry for the excessively long delay, school and work got in the way a litttle too much.) 
 
      
 
    — Chapter 12: Breaking apart, the Group Grows Smaller. — 
 
      
 
    The next morning everyone started to wake up to the smell of a campfire being lit just outside. Before she went to investigate Brooke walked over to Fate and George, who were both sitting together off in the corner of the room. "Hey you two." Brooke greeted. "You guys okay?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah I'm great!" George energetically replied. "But it seems like Fate is sick. She's just spacing out, somethin's not right." 
 
      
 
    "Fate?" Brooke questioned, but she was unresponsive. Fate just stared off into the distance. "Fate?" Brooke repeated, this time speaking louder and shaking her a little." 
 
      
 
    "Wha? What?" Fate mumbled as she snapped back to reality and looked at the two of them. "Oh, I'm fine. I'm fine. Really. Just leave me be." 
 
      
 
    "Fate." Brooke sighed. "You're not fine, what's wrong?" 
 
      
 
    "Really, I'm fine." Fate insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Fate." Elliott spoke up, overhearing them and joining the conversation. "Just tell us, we are all friends here." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. We want to see you get better." George insisted. 
 
      
 
    "I really just need space to clear my head." Fate answered. The look in her eyes seemed to be really distant, she looked almost like she was in a daze. 
 
      
 
    "Fate, comeon, you can tell us anything." George insisted again. 
 
      
 
    "Guys. Please." Fate closed her eyes and leaned back against the wall. "Leave me be for now." 
 
      
 
    George nodded. "Alright then, but we are here for you. Don't shut us out for too long." He replied, then gestured for Brooke and Elliott to leave her alone and follow him. He lead the kids over to the other side of the police station and leaned back against the wall. "Leave her be for now, but keep a close eye on her. She doesn't look like she's in the right mindset, we don't want her to get hurt." 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott both nodded. And Brooke spoke up. "Do you know why she's like this? She's usually pretty strong, I've never seen her break down like that before." 
 
      
 
    "Not a clue. And that's exactly why I'm worried about her." George replied. 
 
      
 
    "We will keep an eye on her." Elliott replied. Out of the corner of his eye he spotted Carley starting to wake up. Jess, Snipes, Inami, and Lynn were all waiting around him. 
 
      
 
    "You're finally awake." Lynn greeted, "You must be really resilient to survive wounds like that. I patched you up as best as I can, but you should seek medical attention from a professional. Just to make sure I did it all right, I'm still in training." 
 
      
 
    Carley nodded a little. "Always had to be resilient, would've died a hundred times over by now if I wasn't. Even before coming to this world, I always had to take care of myself." He replied simply. This, felt really weird. For once he was one of the tallest people in the group, if he only counted the small group that was standing around him. Inami and Snipes were both shorter then he was, and Lynn was shorter then Inami, although she was a little taller than Snipes. Only Jess was taller then he was, and that wasn't by much. It was a pretty rare occasion for Carley. 
 
      
 
    Jess nodded and walked over to stand beside him. "Yep, and then he met me and ever since I came around I made sure he didn't have to be resilient anymore. He's got me to support him every step of the way now." She proudly replied, and Carley nodded a little in agreement. "Inami, Snipes and I all stayed by your side the entire time while you were out, to make sure you were alright." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks, but you don't need to do that." Carley replied. 
 
      
 
    "A few of your other friends also came by to check on you." Lynn spoke up, assuming that Jess had just forgotten to mention them. As she spoke she gestured to Brooke, Elliott, Fate, and Sophia. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, they came by a couple times." Jess brushed it off a little 
 
      
 
    "They came by a lot actually." Lynn added, assuming Jess had also forgotten about that. "The group kinda reminds me of everyone back in the village, we are all so close-knit and such." 
 
      
 
    "Just a few times, they weren't here the whole time like we were." Jess countered and shot Lynn a look that clearly told her to stop countering everything she said. 
 
      
 
    "But you-" Lynn started to say but caught the look she was given and immediately stopped with a very confused expression on her face. "S-Sorry." Lynn took a step back, her body and posture turned inwards and her head lowering submissively, making her look even smaller then she already was. 
 
      
 
    "It's fine, really. Thanks for the info." Carley stepped into the conversation in spite of Jess. He looked around and spotted Fate off in the corner. "Is Fate alright?" 
 
      
 
    "I wouldn't know." Jess answered. 
 
      
 
    "U-Um, she appears to be in a state of shock." Lynn hesitantly spoke up, shooting a glance at Jess to see if she was allowed to say that. 
 
      
 
    "Do you know what caused it?" Elliott butted in and walked over to them when he heard the discussion shift to Fate. Brooke followed along beside him and shot Jess a glare, she too had heard just about everything. 
 
      
 
    "Probably something in that fight we were all in. But I was focused on my sister, I didn't see much of what happened on your end." Lynn replied. 
 
      
 
    As soon as yesterday's fight was brought up Carley immediately looked sick. "I-I'll, be right back." He quickly and quietly said before leaving the building. 
 
      
 
    "You okay Carley?" Jess asked before she quickly followed him out. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne stepped away from the wall she had been leaning against and gave the humans a questioning look. "He really getting sick over killing another human?" She questioned. "You humans kill everything else, it's like murder is your first instinct. What's the big deal?" 
 
      
 
    "You don't feel any remorse for the two you killed?" Lynn questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Of course not, they tried to kill us." Eladienne stated simply. "I mean, it was just a couple humans. Pretty shitty humans at that, we probably saved a bunch of lives by killing them." 
 
      
 
    "We aren't wired to kill, it's just a reaction to fear." Matthew joined the conversation. "Humans aren't as bad as you might think. Our group isn't bad, right?" 
 
      
 
    Eladienne hesitated before answering. "No, so far you guys have been not much different from everyone back home. But I've only been around you humans for a night, that doesn't mean much." She stated. She then turned back to her sister. "On the thought of that, are we ready to go?" 
 
      
 
    "Go where?" Lynn tilted her head as she asked. 
 
      
 
    "Home, of course. Or at least away from them." Eladienne crossed her arms. "They are all healed." 
 
      
 
    Lynn shook her head. "I need to bring the boy to a proper medical professional. I don't know if I did it right or not, my lessons with Cora didn't go into fatal wounds and organ damage yet. I need to stay with them to make sure he doesn't have lung failure or anything." She replied. "It would be my fault if something happened after we left and he didn't make it back." 
 
      
 
    "Lynn." Eladienne firmly stated. "You did your best, you don't owe them anything. Let's go, it's not safe around them. You saw how it ended up for Daenestra when she tried to help the humans." 
 
      
 
    "These ones are friendly, I can tell." Lynn simply replied. "I'm older than you, I have more experience with people." 
 
      
 
    "You're older than her?" Matthew questioned. "You're so much smaller than she is. You're like, kid-size" He laughed. 
 
      
 
    Lynn immediately pouted and shot him a glare. "Just because I'm short doesn't mean I'm a kid. I'm almost five feet tall. Elves are a little smaller than humans on average you know." She protested. "I'm twenty five, she's only twenty three." She quietly murmured under her breath. 
 
      
 
    "But…" Inami walked over to Lynn, standing right beside her to measure their heights. "I taller. Just a little. You not kid like me?" She tilted her head a little as she spoke. 
 
      
 
    "No." Lynn shook her head. "I'm probably closer to twice your age." 
 
      
 
    "Twice?" Inami looked confused. 
 
      
 
    "She means she's a lot older, Inami." Snipes spoke up. 
 
      
 
    Lynn just sighed quietly, but it was Eladienne to speak up next. "We need to go." 
 
      
 
    Lynn just shook her head. "You can head back if you want, I'm staying. I want to make sure he gets back to safety, and I still didn't find what I came out here for. I might find some in the human village." 
 
      
 
    "No way in hell I'm leaving you alone with them!" Eladienne argued, stomping her foot. 
 
      
 
    "What did you come out here looking for?" Matthew asked. "Least we can do is help you out in exchange for your help." 
 
      
 
    "Well, you either go back or stay with me. I'm not leaving yet, I can't." Lynn stated, then turned to Matthew. "Humans had some sort of medications that cured illnesses, and in some cases prevented them entirely. It was vastly different from what we have in the village. So i wanted to find some and bring it back to research it. We can cure illness pretty easily, but preventing it we seem to be behind in. So I was hoping we could learn more about it by studying human medications." She replied. 
 
      
 
    "Any medications that were held in this city before it's abandonment would likely be gone by now." Brooke spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "Yep. People would've grabbed those first. Well, maybe second after grabbing money." Matthew replied. "Your best bet really would be going to Belle village, north east of here and through the woods. We are probably going to go back to resupply, so you're both free to tag along or go on your own." 
 
      
 
    "I'll tag along with you guys." Lynn replied. 
 
      
 
    "Don't I get a say in this?" Eladienne replied. 
 
      
 
    "You get a say in what you personally do." Lynn pointed out. 
 
      
 
    "I can't talk you out of this… Can I?" Eladienne grumbled. She watched as Lynn shook her head, leaving her with no choice really. "I can't leave you alone with them. I'll come along." 
 
      
 
    "You really don't have to, I can handle myself." Lynn replied. 
 
      
 
    "I know. But I am not going to just leave you to do this alone." Eladienne replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I guess introductions are in order then if you're staying." Elliott replied. "Come with me, I'll introduce you to everyone here." 
 
      
 
    It would be a couple hours before the group was awake and ready to set out. Brooke and Elliott left the police station, and spotted Fate, Carley, and Jess all outside already. Fate was still staring blankly off into the distance with a lifeless look in her eyes. Carley, on the other hand, looked very sick. He was leaning against Jess's shoulder, his arms were shaking a little, his face was completely pale, he seemed to be barely holding himself together. It was uncertain whether he was doing better or worse than Fate. 
 
      
 
    "Fate, are you ready to talk to us?" Brooke asked. 
 
      
 
    "Please just leave me be." Fate quietly murmured. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, we won't push again." Brooke replied, then nudged Elliott to silently ask him to speak to Carley for her. With Jess standing right there she didn't feel comfortable initiating the conversation. 
 
      
 
    "Carley, are you alright?" Elliott asked as he and his sister approached them. 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine. Thanks." Carley replied. 
 
      
 
    "No he's not." Jess spoke up. "You guys got him into this mess, this is your fault. And I don't just mean you two, the whole group did. I knew it was a bad idea for him to travel with you people." 
 
      
 
    "Hey! We didn't do anything." Brooke uncontrollably snapped, straightening her back to stand just a little taller then Jess. 
 
      
 
    "You are all responsible for this!" Jess argued, trying to stand taller than Brooke, but she was just a little shorter. 
 
      
 
    "Jess, it isn't their fault." Carley weakly replied. 
 
      
 
    "No! It is entirely this group's fault!" Jess argued. "They put you in a position where you had to do everything for them. They did nothing to get themselves out and to get rid of these bandits, nothing! They left it all on your shoulders to get them out, until the very last minute when they thought you had failed." 
 
      
 
    "We did everything we could to get out, where the hell were you?" Brooke argued. "And we didn't send her out of the cell, she left on her own." 
 
      
 
    "He left because he felt like he had to, he never had a choice. You don't understand, that's how Carley is, he will throw himself out a window without second thought if it would save someone else's life. And not because he wants to, but because he feels so compelled to protect others that he has to." Jess argued. "He had to go do all of that acting and crap to get in with the bandits, and then to top it all off he had to kill the leader himself, you guys couldn't even do that. And now look at him! He was never meant to kill anyone, monsters maybe, but not people!" 
 
      
 
    "Jess, I'm fine…" Carley quietly murmured. 
 
      
 
    "Carley, you can't lie to me. I know you far too well." Jess argued. 
 
      
 
    "I will be fine." Carley corrected himself. 
 
      
 
    "But that's not okay! It isn't okay that they are making you go through this much emotional trauma!" Jess argued. 
 
      
 
    "This isn't our fault." Brooke insisted. "And we are here to try and support her as much as we can. She says she will be okay, so we just need to be here and be supportive." 
 
      
 
    "Do you not see him? It's eating away at him, he was never meant to kill, never. And he never should have been put in such a situation." Jess argued. "No if, ands, or buts, you all put him in that situation by not solving your own problems." 
 
      
 
    "We were solving it, and we did. She didn't need to step in." Elliott joined the fight in to defend his sister. "We appreciate it, a lot, but we were fine." 
 
      
 
    "Exactly, I acted on my own." Carley quietly insisted. 
 
      
 
    "You were in danger!" Jess pointed at Brooke, almost pressing her finger into the girl's face. "You two, specifically, had gotten yourself into a really bad position due to some bad planning and forced Carley to act quickly to save you. That's your fault! You can't deny that." Jess argued. "When we get back to the city Carley and I are not coming back out with you people. You're going to get him killed." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not staying in the village…" Carley quietly murmured. 
 
      
 
    "Don't even get me started on that Jess." Brooke stepped closer to her. "Who's damn fault was it that Carley got separated from us in the fight with the wasps? Yours. And you put Carley in that exact same situation there, she had to save you and got hurt in the process." 
 
      
 
    "Brooke, let's just drop it." Elliott took a step back, noticing everything getting a little out of hand. 
 
      
 
    "That isn't my fault! I didn't want to be out here in the first place!" Jess argued. 
 
      
 
    "Who's fault was it that Carley got taken down in the fight with the cerberus? Yours, again, because YOU went and used your signet incorrectly to switch places with her right before you got hit. You could've switched with another cerberus, but no, you switched with Carley and she took the hit for you. You have a freaking suit of armor! She doesn't." Brooke continued, ignoring Jess's protests. 
 
      
 
    "That wasn't my fault either! I panicked! I didn't mean to do that." Jess argued. 
 
      
 
    "And who's fault was it that she got shot? Yours again." Brooke just kept going. "We had her safely behind a wall, but you had to go and teleport her out into the middle of freaking nowhere where she had no cover. You could have stayed behind the damn car and switched places with her, but no, you ran out into the open like an idiot and THEN switched places and left her vulnerable. Fate, Chloe, and Sophia saved her from your mistake." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not used to fighting, I panicked, and I am not good at strategy like the rest of you. I never thought it through. It's not my fault." Jess argued. 
 
      
 
    "It is your fault, it all is, no excuses. Carley is more likely to get killed with YOU then she ever was with us! YOU are the biggest threat to her life, not us. If you want her to survive maybe you should go stay in the village and keep away from her, she will be a hell of a lot safer that way! And if she really does have a self control problem that makes her act out to protect others, she's not going to get over it by being coddled. Even Carley herself knows that. YOU are making it worse." Brooke shouted back at her, pointing right back at her and shoving her finger very close to Jess's face. 
 
      
 
    "None of that was my fault!" Jess argued. "And get the hell out of my face!" She added as she slapped Brooke's arm away hard enough to leave a mark on her arm. 
 
      
 
    Brooke recoiled and pulled her arm back, Elliott started moving towards Jess, 
 
      
 
    "Jess! Knock it off." Carley stepped in as soon as she struck Brooke, even if it was just her arm. He attempted to pull Jess back but ultimately was unable to budge her. 
 
      
 
    "Knock it off you two." Matthew stepped between the two groups, to prevent a fight from breaking out he immediately shoved Jess and Elliott backwards with so much force they were sent stumbling back and Jess fell on her butt. "Separate, all of you. NOW." Neither of them were going to try fighting with Matthew, he as much bigger and more intimidating than both of them. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go Brooke." Elliott said as he took her arm and pulled her away from Jess and Carley. 
 
      
 
    Brooke let out a frustrated growl and followed Elliott. "I know, I shouldn't have had an outburst like that, I shouldn't have said those things, but I can't stand her! She's such a fucking hypocrite!" She complained. "I can't stand watching her blame everyone else, when she is seriously going to get Carley killed." 
 
      
 
    "I know, it bothers me too." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    Brooke sighed "It's frustrating watching Carley defend her when she doesn't even try to improve herself, when she constantly keeps getting Carley hurt and she won't take any responsibility for her screw ups." 
 
      
 
    "I know, but there's nothing we can do." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    "She's going to get Carley killed, seriously. I wish Carley would just save herself and ditch Jess." Brooke growled. 
 
      
 
    "Well, we just need to put in the extra effort to protect Carley. The others can all handle themselves, and everyone is protecting the kids, so we can focus on Carley when she's to busy protecting Jess to look after herself." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    "I guess that works." Brooke sighed. 
 
      
 
    "It's the best we can do to keep her alive, despite her staying with Jess." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    "Let's get going everyone!" George called out, pulling everyone's attention back to him. "It's going to be a long walk back to the village." He stated as he lead the way with Snipes and Inami obediently following along behind him. 
 
      
 
    Everyone followed George, with Matthew and Chloe walking beside him. Elliott, Brooke and Sophia walked in a small group a short distance behind him. Then Eladienne and Lynn following just a short distance behind them. 
 
      
 
    Carley initially tried to join up with Brooke and Elliott's group, but Jess took his hand and lagged behind everyone, keeping him from walking with the others. The two of them walked alone in the back of the group. The distant and lifeless gaze was still present in Carley's eyes. Jess seemed to be trying to comfort him as they walked. 
 
      
 
    Fate walked alone a short distance behind Brooke and Elliott's group, with the same distant and lifeless look in her own eyes. They hadn't gotten far before Snipes came over to walk beside her, and Inami followed him 
 
      
 
    "You okay?" Snipes asked. "You're are acting weird." 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine." Fate weakly replied. 
 
      
 
    "You no sound fine." Inami spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "Really, I'm fine." Fate flashed them a fake smile. 
 
      
 
    "We know you're not." Snipes spoke up. "You don't have to hide it." 
 
      
 
    "You're very perceptive for kids." Fate sighed. 
 
      
 
    "We aren't stupid you know." Snipes replied. "You and Carley both, after that fight you two were not okay anymore. But you're not hurt." 
 
      
 
    "It's fine." Fate replied, "I'm just, a little shaken from the fight. It's our first time fighting other people you know? I'll be fine." She sighed. 
 
      
 
    "You sure that's all?" Snipes asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that's all." Fate replied. "We killed real people in that fight. Not just monsters." 
 
      
 
    "So? They were bad guys." Snipes replied simply. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, but they were still people. There is no such thing as a bad person, you don't know what drove those people to act the way they did. I would assume Carley sees it the same way I do." 
 
      
 
    "But they would have hurt you and your friends if you didn't do what you did. That makes it okay." Snipes stated. 
 
      
 
    Fate sighed quietly. "I guess." 
 
      
 
    "No guess, Snipes right!" Inami jumped in. "You save people, that make you hero. You should smile." 
 
      
 
    "I don't think I can right now, but thanks Inami." Fate sighed. 
 
      
 
    ***** move to next chapter maybe?! ****** KILL JASMINE 
 
      
 
    Everyone suddenly stopped when a large green-scaled wyvern swooped down from the sky and landed beside them. 
 
      
 
    Everyone immediately grabbed their weapons and backed away. "Wyvern! Get back. Watch for fire!" George called out. 
 
      
 
    Although before anyone could do anything a familiar voice shouted at them. "Don't attack! Don't attack! Charlie is friendly!" Sarah shouted out before she climbed out from behind the beast's wings and jumped off the wyvern's back. 
 
      
 
    "You have a dragon! That's so cool!" Snipes nearly shouted out. 
 
      
 
    A moment after Jackson climbed down. "We were looking for you guys. What happened?" Jackson questioned when he noticed the emotional state of Fate and Carley, along with everyone being roughed up. 
 
      
 
    "Welcome back Jack!" Elliott called out. Receiving a brief glare from Jackson. "And Sarah too, but Jack alone just sounded better there" 
 
      
 
    Brooke laughed a little at her brother. "Nice to see you again Sarah." 
 
      
 
    "It's a long story." George answered Jackson's question. "We didn't make it to the dungeon, we were rounded up by some bandits along the way. They kept us detained for a while, trying to use us as hostages to negotiate something with the alphas. But when the alphas ignored them, we just killed them and got ourselves out." He briefly explained. "Now we are headin' back to resupply before trying the dungeon again." 
 
      
 
    "Bandits?" Sarah asked. "Geez, first I'm hearing of those. Never thought anyone would resort to that when they could live almost free in Belle village. Been a pretty interesting few weeks." 
 
      
 
    "Where did you two go?" Chloe asked. 
 
      
 
    "Well, that would be for Jackson to answer not me." Sarah replied and turned to Jackson. 
 
      
 
    "I needed to keep a promise to some people I met before you guys." Jackson replied. He kept it short, to the point, and lacking in details. 
 
      
 
    Before they could discuss it further another small group of adventurers came running through the grass towards the wyvern. 
 
      
 
    Charley ducked quickly to evade a spear that had been thrown at his head. Then with a loud roar he spewed flames at the incoming adventurers, making a wall of fire in front of them to stop their approach without harming them. 
 
      
 
    "Hey!" Sarah shouted out, using telekinesis on the next spear that was thrown, to magically catch it and throw it back at them. "Don't attack Charley! He's friendly!" She shouted out. "Why are they still chasing us? I thought we lost them a few miles back." She sighed quietly. 
 
      
 
    "What?" One of the adventurers shouted back. 
 
      
 
    "Cease fire morons!" Jackson shouted back much louder then Sarah could. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks." Sarah replied. "Don't attack my friend." She called out to the other group. 
 
      
 
    "That thing is your friend?" One of the adventurers questioned as he walked around the fire and over to Sarah. He seemed uneasy about the wyvern but he put his sword away. 
 
      
 
    "His name is Charley. And yes." Sarah insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, didn't realize you could tame pets in here." The woman behind him spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "He's not a pet, nor is he tamed. He's just friendly." Sarah growled at them in an irritated tone. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, sorry." The woman replied as she took a step back, noticing that Sarah seemed offended. "We just saw a dragon-like creature and figured it would be good practice for the real thing. We all joined the attack force for taking out the dragon in Oline city." 
 
      
 
    "The what?" Sarah quickly replied. "There's going to be an attack on Alydrath?" 
 
      
 
    "No we are attacking the dragon." The woman corrected her. 
 
      
 
    "The dragon's name is Alydrath. Never spoke with her personally but I know a few other dragons who know her. They said she was generally friendly." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, well Mendelen is planning to take the city back. We are running out of space for new people in the village." The woman replied. 
 
      
 
    "Sarah, is everything alright?" Charley asked, noticing that she was getting visibly frustrated. Sarah was the only one who could understand what Charley said, everyone else just heard some quiet growling. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Sarah replied. "We gotta get back to the village so I can talk to Mendelen." She said as she climbed back into Charley. "I'll hopefully be back to rejoin the group later guys. Jackson, if you or Una need me again let me know." She added before giving Charley a pat on the back of the head to tell him to go. 
 
      
 
    "What's going on?" Charley asked, unable to understand the humans. 
 
      
 
    "I'll explain along the way." Sarah replied, and then Charley took flight and headed for belle village. 
 
      
 
    "Well that was brief." Elliott commented. 
 
      
 
    "Sarah's made a lot of friends with the monsters of this world. She doesn't want to see an intelligent monster like a dragon be killed." Jackson stated. 
 
      
 
    The other group of adventurers looked a little awkward as they stood there and watched Sarah fly off mid-conversation. "So, we were heading to Oline ruins, you guys up for tagging along?" The woman asked George. 
 
      
 
    "No sorry, we just left." George replied. "We are heading back to the village to resupply." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, well you know of any local dungeons? We were looking for one." Another man in the group asked. 
 
      
 
    "Just the one we were sent to take out. You could ask the Alphas in the city for directions to one. They seem to know where a bunch of them are." Chloe stepped in to reply. 
 
      
 
    "We want to take this dungeon and it's loot for ourselves, the ones the Alphas are giving directions to are meant to supply the village. So we don't want to hunt those and take resources from the village." The woman replied. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, sorry we can't help then." George replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well it was nice meeting you guys regardless. Shall we share names so we can DM each other if we need anything or want to meet up again?" The woman asked. "I'm Danielle, this is my brother Oliver." 
 
      
 
    "Nice to meet you both. I'm George." George simply replied. 
 
      
 
    "Chloe." Chloe chimed in. "And this is Matthew, Brooke, Elliott, Snipes, Inami, Fate, Sophia, Carley, Jess, Jackson, and I don't recall the names of the elves." 
 
      
 
    "Lynn and Eladienne." Sophia spoke up, glancing back at the two elves who were cautiously watching from out of earshot. "You ever met any non-humans before? Not the monsters, but like the elves and such. The ones that are more lifelike." 
 
      
 
    "We've met a couple here and there, traveled with a few for a short time now and again. Why?" Oliver replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well, are they alive or are they AI?" Sophia questioned. 
 
      
 
    "They are fully sentient." Jackson stated. "Whether or not they are AI is up for debate, but they are alive and sentient regardless of that answer." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know." Danielle replied. "I mean, all the interactions we've had with them could just be boiled down to quests really. And if they are AI then they can't be truly alive or sentient." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, ours too." George stepped into the conversation. "Inami is basically an escort quest, until we find her mother. And the elven sisters are either an escort quest or a fetch quest. Can't tell yet if it ends when we reach the village or after we get the medications for them." 
 
      
 
    "Exactly." Oliver comment. 
 
      
 
    "But they do seem like they are alive." George finished his statement. 
 
      
 
    "Well we did have AI learning and all that back in the real world." Danielle pointed out. "Probably just a complex AI learning system that learned how to act lifelike. 
 
      
 
    "There seems to be more to it than that though." Sophia spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah," Brooke joined the conversation. "There seems to be more than just a program." 
 
      
 
    "Agreed." Elliott added. 
 
      
 
    "Well the AI we had back in the real world wasn't really that far from appearing lifelike. It wouldn't be far-fetched to say they were just AI." Danielle reminded them. "Does that answer your question?" She addressed Sophia. "But we don't really know, if I had to guess I'd say they were just AI." 
 
      
 
    Sophia sighed quietly. "Honestly, that just makes things more murky and complicated. I guess they could be AI, but they really don't seem like it. I think I'll just regard them as if they were living beings for now, better safe than sorry." 
 
      
 
    Danielle nodded. "Yeah, we're trying to do the same really. Of course, if it comes down to a human life or a non-human, then naturally we save the human. But under normal circumstances we just be kind to anything that appears to be intelligent." She explained. 
 
      
 
    Sophia nodded. "Yeah, that sounds about right. I think we're doing the same." 
 
      
 
    Brooke shook her head. "If they're alive, then their lives should matter just as much as ours." 
 
      
 
    Elliott hesitated. "Honestly sis, I wouldn't put most human lives before them. I mean, people like Damion, yeah he's worthless. But our group, and other humans who aren't terrible people? We are definitely real people, I wouldn't value the lives of what is probably an AI over real people." 
 
      
 
    Brooke hesitated, thinking about it. "I disagree. I mean, I understand where you're coming from, but an intelligent life is an intelligent life, regardless of whether it's an AI or not." 
 
      
 
    "But an AI isn't alive, they have no life. They are just intelligence." Elliott pointed out. Although he seemed unsure about that reply. "You have a point, it's just, I don't really know." 
 
      
 
    "I believe we're all kinda stuck on that same question." Chloe sighed. "Lets just all agree to be kind to them, treat them as if they were alive, just incase." 
 
      
 
    Everyone in the conversation nodded a little in response to that. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Oliver agreed. "I don't think I could harm them, even if they are AI they just seem too lifelike." 
 
      
 
    Danielle nodded in agreement. "Yeah, better to be safe than sorry." 
 
      
 
    "Well, we should be on our way before the monsters find us out here." George spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah us too. Good luck you guys." Danielle replied. She turned back to the three others in her group, they were a bunch of introverts who were all off in seperate locations, keeping their distance. "Boys! And Carly, let's get moving!" 
 
      
 
    "Same to you." Sophia replied as both groups parted ways. They kept the same walking order, although Lynn and Eladienne fell a little further behind now. 
 
      
 
    "I told you." Eladienne quietly insisted. "They don't think we are real. Like any other human, they think we're just some lifeless monster. We can't stay with these people." 
 
      
 
    Lynn shook her head. "They seem confused. They mean us no harm, we can help them understand." 
 
      
 
    "You don't help people who don't think you're a real living thing Lynn." Eladienne countered. 
 
      
 
    "Why not?" Lynn questioned. 
 
      
 
    "They will use you, and hurt you Lynn. If they don't think you're real they won't think twice before hurting you." Eladienne argued. 
 
      
 
    "That's okay." Lynn replied. "Because I can help them. They will learn and in time, and then they will cease treating all of us this way." She argued. 
 
      
 
    "No, it isn't fine. Listen to yourself! It's never okay to let someone else hurt you, it's never okay to hurt yourself for someone else." Eladienne countered. 
 
      
 
    Lynn shrugged. "I'll be okay." She quietly replied. 
 
      
 
    "No Lynn! That's not the point! You can't let people do things like this to you, and these humans absolutely wil-" Eladienne started to protest before there was a loud clash of metal right next to them. Eladienne turned to see that, in their heated conversation, the two of them had veered from the group a little and had wandered into a roaming pack of Minotaurs. George was right beside them, blocking one of the beast's axes with his hammer. Or, at least, he had tried to. The beast had been just too strong, the attack blew through his attempt at blocking, cutting through his armor and deep into his shoulder. Had he not stepped in the way, that would have struck Lynn. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne and Lynn both froze in shock for a moment as they realized what had just happened. But they were snapped out of it as the beast withdrew its axe from George's shoulder and let George drop to the ground. 
 
      
 
    "Ella get it off him! A wound like that might have damaged his spine or neck I gotta get to healing him immediately!" Lynn called out. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne hesitated, but quickly lunged at the Minotaur and slammed her fist into its chest while it was winding up for another attack. The sheer power from her blow was enough to knock the 10' tall beast back, even without any of her enhancements. As soon as the Minotaur was knocked away Eladienne grabbed George and dragged him aside so Lynn could heal him. 
 
      
 
    Lynn ran alongside them and quickly knelt down beside George when he was laid down in the grass. She placed her hands on his chest and focused, the green aura appearing around her hands again. "Keep those things off us, this is bad, he will die if I am distracted even a little bit." 
 
      
 
    Eladienne just looked down at George with a perplexed expression on her face. "Why did he…?" She murmured. 
 
      
 
    "Elf! Pay attention!" Jackson called out as he sidestepped a swing from a minotaur's axe, then swiftly stabbed his dagger into the beast's side. Although it barely scratched the minotaur's thick hide. The beast already had several arrows from Sophia sticking out of its back. 
 
      
 
    "Right, focus." Eladienne took a deep breath and tried to push any other thoughts out of her mind. She gave a brief concerned look back at George before rushing off to fight the four minotaurs. 
 
      
 
    Sophia was in the back firing off as many arrows at them as she could. Carley was beside her, he seemed to be distant and lost in thought but he was taking any shots he could at the beasts. He kept trying to reach for his sword, clearly wanting to move in closer since the arrows weren't doing much, but Jess kept stopping him. Jess was not fighting, she was staying with Carley. She wasn't just holding Carley back, she was also holding Snipes and Inami back, but that was all she was doing. 
 
      
 
    On the front lines, Eladienne, Jackson, Chloe, and Matthew were all facing off one on one against the minotaurs. They had far more rangers then frontline fighters now, the fight would have been a lot easier if they were able to take on the minotaurs 2v1. Although, with jasmine hanging back they had to fight all of them one on one or risk the minotaurs ganging up on them. 
 
      
 
    Brooke and Elliott stayed in the middle ground between the archers and front line. Their ammunition was extremely limited so they were trying to conserve as many bullets as they could, and it seemed like these beasts were too durable to be killed with ranged attacks. 
 
      
 
    "If Jess is going to hang back, we need to move in to backup everyone else." Brooke called out. 
 
      
 
    "I'll back them up, you stay back." Elliott replied. 
 
      
 
    "Hell no." Brooke countered. "I'm not going to sit back here while my brother takes on the dangerous fights." She insisted. 
 
      
 
    "Fine." Elliott relented. This wasn't going to be a difficult fight. Brooke rushed over to assist Chloe while Elliott moved over to help Matthew. 
 
      
 
    Out of everyone there, Matthew seemed to be having the hardest time. Matthew's weapon of choice, a staff, was doing absolutely nothing against the minotaur he was fighting, and it was safe to say that if George's armor didn't work, that Matthew's wasn't going to protect him from a blow by these beasts either. It forced Matthew to just stay on the defensive, trying to keep evading the attacks until the others can handle their own minotaurs. But, with Elliott's help this was a lot easier. The minotaurs were big and strong, not very fast unless they were charging in a straight line. "Matthew! Keep its focus on you while I get behind it!" Elliott called out 
 
      
 
    "You got it kid." Matthew called out as he grabbed his staff by the end and jabbed the minotaur in the eye with it while Elliott ran past the beast. The beast let out a roar of pain and anger before slamming its axe down at Matthew. Matthew quickly sidestepped the blow, but as soon as the axe hit the ground the minotaur shifted and swung the blunt end of the axe at him. Matthew tried to evade the blow but couldn't completely get out of the way in time. With a bone-cracking snap the axe struck him in the side and sent him skidding across the ground. 
 
      
 
    But as Matthew had its focus Elliott rushed around behind the beast and quickly slashed his sword across the back of the minotaur's leg. The minotaur collapsed, its leg paralyzed, and before it had time to do anything else Elliott rushed up towards the head and thrust his sword into the back of its head, killing the beast. 
 
      
 
    Not far from them, Chloe and Brooke followed a very similar strategy, they both moved to opposite sides of the beast to ensure that it couldn't face them both at the same time. The minotaur slashed its axe at Chloe but she gracefully jumped back to evade the blade. Then as the minotaur thrust the axe forward she ducked under it while Brooke slammed her mace into the back of the minotaur's knee. The beast immediately tried to kick Brooke, who swiftly sidestepped the kick and slammed her mace into its knee again. The minotaur roared and spun around, slamming its axe down at Brooke, who again quickly sidestepped the blow. While it was facing Brooke, Chloe rushed up behind the beast and hacked both of her axes into the back of its leg sending toppling the beast. 
 
      
 
    With the minotaur down Brooke turned to run and help Jackson, but while her back was turned the minotaur made one last-ditch attack. It threw its giant axe at her back. 
 
      
 
    "Brooke!" Chloe shouted out as she quickly rushed towards the minotaur's head, intent on killing it. She couldn't do anything to stop the axe. 
 
      
 
    Brooke spun around when she heard her name shouted and her eyes widened as she saw the axe flying at her, just a moment too late. In her attempt to evade, stumbling from the fear and panic that suddenly overwhelmed her, Brooke fell onto her butt. But, the axe suddenly stopped just inches away from her. 
 
      
 
    "You okay?" Eladienne questioned, and when Brooke looked over at her Eladienne's right arm was covered in blood, but she was holding the axe by the blade. Eladienne tossed the giant axe aside as if it were nothing, revealing that in her attempt to catch it it had struck with so much force it pierced through her gauntlets and nearly severed her hand in half. Despite that she reached her uninjured hand out to help Brooke stand. "C-Careful for the claws." She warned, briefly showing Brooke the long claws attached to the fingertips of her gauntlet. Her voice laced with pain as she spoke through gritted teeth. 
 
      
 
    Brooke took her hand as soon as she recollected herself, being careful not to touch the claws, and let Eladienne pull her back onto her feet. "Incoming!" She warned, noticing the minotaur Eladienne had been fighting rushing at the two of them. Brooke started to run to the side, intent on flanking it like she did with Chloe. But before she could get around behind the beast it slammed its axe down at Eladienne, who dodged the blade. Then, Eladienne gained a red aura and her gauntlets began to glow as she, in the blink of an eye, lunged forwards and slammed her fist into the minotaur's chest with her left hand. The 10' tall beast was launched backwards with a loud snap. It slammed into the ground several feet away from the women and stopped moving. 
 
      
 
    Brooke looked back at Eladienne with a shocked expression on her face. "Damn, why didn't you do that sooner?" She questioned. "And are you okay?" 
 
      
 
    "Didn't want to waste my signet. Can't use it again for two hours." Eladienne stated curtly, her voice sounded a little weaker. She turned away from Brooke and started walking away from everyone. "And I'm fine." 
 
      
 
    "Brooke! Are you okay?" Chloe asked as she ran over to Brooke. Elliott was looking with a concerned expression as he knelt beside Matthew, checking his wounds. Jackson pulled his knife out from his own fallen minotaur's head and wiped the blood off on the grass before putting it away. 
 
      
 
    Brooke turned to the others. "Yeah, but I'm worried about the elf. She seriously hurt her hand blocking that one." She replied, before her and Chloe rushed after Eladienne. "Eladienne, slow down you're hurt. Let me see." Brooke called out. 
 
      
 
    "Leave me alone." Eladienne growled at them. 
 
      
 
    "You saved my life, the least I can do to thank you is make sure you're okay and not bleeding to death!" Brooke argued. "You're losing a lot of blood." 
 
      
 
    "Then don't thank me." Eladienne stated. Brooke caught up to her pretty quickly but Eladienne kept turning to face away from the other girl. "I didn't save you because I wanted to, I saw someone in danger and I acted off instinct. I didn't think about it, it was just an impulse." 
 
      
 
    "But if your first instinct was to protect her, even if she was a human, that makes you a kind hearted person and shows you do care about us. Which merits a thank you." Chloe spoke up. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne paused for a moment. "I… That's not… Shut up and leave me alone..." 
 
      
 
    "Eladienne, come on." Brooke insisted. "At least look at me" As she moved in closer she noticed that Eladienne was shaking Brooke got only a brief glance at her front and was able to see that Eladienne's face was twisted and contorted in pain. She was cradling her nearly severed hand with her uninjured one and, despite how hard she was trying to resist, her eyes were watery. But Eladienne turned away before she could see much. 
 
      
 
    Chloe didn't need to see to know what we going on, she could tell by the way Eladienne was acting and by the look on Brooke's face when she saw. "Ella," Chloe sighed softly. She then took a step forward and briefly hugged the smaller woman. "It's okay, we don't think any less of you. We'll leave you be, but really, we don't judge. Come back as soon as you're comfortable." She softly spoke. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne shot her a glare at first, but calmed down a moment later. 
 
      
 
    "We'll leave you be." Chloe said and gestured for Brooke to follow her. 
 
      
 
    Lynn would heal Eladienne after George, and then would heal Matthew last since he was the least injured. Eladienne And Lynn would both rejoin the others after. The rest of the walk was relatively silent. The elves still remained separated from everyone but they walked closer to the others, Carley and Jess still kept their distance, despite Carley's protests. George, Matthew, And Chloe all lead the way. While Fate trailed along like a zombie and Jackson walked alone as he always did, everyone else stayed in a group near the front. 
 
      
 
    Everyone would reach Belle Village within a few more hours of uneventful walking. By then it was late at night and everyone just went to the inn to sleep for the night and met up again in the morning after resupplying. 
 
      
 
    As everyone gathered outside of the inn, Carley and Jess were quietly arguing over what to do. Jess, of course, insisting that they both stay in the village, while Carley insisted on traveling to grow stronger for the times ahead. The only compromise Jess seemed willing to make was if the two of them were to venture out alone, without the others, but even Carley knew that was a bad idea. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne seemed antsy to leave now that Lynn had what she came for. The two weren't arguing, but it looked like Lynn wanted to stay and Eladienne did not. But, most importantly, Fate really didn't look well. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, are we ready to head out and clear this dungeon? We don't have a lot of food this time so we need to make this a quick trip." George asked everyone, and most people seemed to agree. But Fate stepped up and shook her head. 
 
      
 
    "Guys, everyone. I'm not coming." Fate quietly spoke. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" George questioned. "You're one of our best fighters, and if I'm being honest a really close friend. I won't stop you, but I can't say that I don't really want you to stay." 
 
      
 
    Fate shook her head a little. "I just… Can't." She quietly answered. "I thought going out and being an adventurer would be fun and good for us and all, but after what happened with the bandits…" Fate shook her head. "I just can't…" 
 
      
 
    "It was just one fight with people, we'll be fine." George replied. 
 
      
 
    Fate shook her head. "No, I can't. I… I killed someone in that fight. A real person, not a monster. No offense to you elves, I consider you real too, you're not one of the monsters. But I-I can't do this." She looked out over all the others in the party, noting their sad expressions. But nobody was going to force her to stay. "I'm sorry. I didn't realize it would be this bad until I killed him. I just can't." She lowered her head a little. 
 
      
 
    "It's okay hon, we understand." Chloe softly replied. "Take a rest here, maybe in the future you will want to rejoin us. If not we'll make a point to visit you whenever we are here." She walked over and gave Fate a brief hug. 
 
      
 
    Following suit, Snipes, Imani, Brooke, Elliott, George, and Sophia, also walked over to hug her. Carley would have done the same but Jess didn't let him. 
 
      
 
    "It's alright." Sophia softly said. "We will miss you, but I understand why you can't keep going." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you." Fate quietly murmured. "All if you, thank you. Please do visit me when you can. I really don't want to leave, it's just eating away at me too much. I can't do that again." 
 
      
 
    "We absolutely will!" George replied with a brief grin, which faded away as his expression saddened a moment later. 
 
      
 
    "We are also leaving." Eladienne spoke up, but Lynn shook her head. 
 
      
 
    "They are going to tackle their first dungeon. You know as well as I do that this will get them killed if they go in without a healer." Lynn argued. 
 
      
 
    Eladienne sighed quietly. "Fine, but we need to go back, we got what we came for. After the dungeon then." She relented. 
 
      
 
    Lynn was surprised that she didn't argue, she smiled a little and nodded. "Yes, they should no longer need us once the dungeon is complete." 
 
      
 
    The group's attention turned over to Carley and Jess. "We are both staying here." Jess insisted. 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm going. I need to be out there growing stronger. I can just tell, this world isn't going to be as safe as these Alphas say it will. I don't trust them." Carley argued. 
 
      
 
    "No!" Jess argued. "We are staying here. End of story." 
 
      
 
    Carley looked uneasy, but it was Brooke who spoke up for him again. "Carley, do whatever you want to do. She doesn't run your life." 
 
      
 
    "No, she doesn't, but she is my girlfriend and I need to appease her." Carley quietly murmured. 
 
      
 
    Elliott shook his head. "Carley, no. You appease her enough she needs to appease you once in a while too. You know what the right thing to do is, so she needs to just deal with it." When he saw Carley lower his head in a submissive manner he looked concerned. "If she really cared she would be supporting you, not trying to block you from the things you feel are important." He added. 
 
      
 
    "No, you people have no say in this." Jess shot back at them. "You're not in this relationship, so keep your damn noses out of it. We aren't coming." 
 
      
 
    Carley shook his head "I need to go, I must be prepared for this world. Things won't always be safe, it's obvious, you either learn to fight or depend on those who can and I don't want to be dependent on protection from others. It could put us in danger. You really should stay but I won't stop you from following." 
 
      
 
    "No! We are staying here." Jess insisted. 
 
      
 
    "It isn't my choice to make, I'm just doing what I have to do." Carley quietly replied, lowering his head a little. "Let's get going everyone, Jess if you're coming then tag along." He said. 
 
      
 
    The group was awkwardly watching and hesitantly started walking out into the forest with Carley when they were told to go. 
 
      
 
    "No! Carley get back here!" Jess called out. "We're not going!" But Carley kept walking. "Carley! I need you come back! Carley!" She hesitated, seeing that Carley wasn't listening she begrudgingly followed along behind the group, with a rather pissed off expression on her face. 
 
      
 
    The group would reach the dungeon before nightfall, but they would set up camp just outside of it to rest for the night before going in. That night, Brooke and Elliott would spot George just outside the camp talking to two people. They were just a little too far away from the light to see clearly, but he was talking to someone a tall person who was wearing heavy spiked armor, and someone else who was wearing a hooded cloak that covered their face. After their conversation, George left with these people and would not return.  
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