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	Prologue

	 

	There is magic in all things, even the zeros and ones of code. That’s what we believed. That is what I, One, and my counterpart, Zero, set out to prove when we created Bitworld. 

	The SourceCode was our tool to shape everything from the dirt, to the mountains, the physics and magic that governed the world, even the denizens therein. It was raw at the beginning. Fresh. Malleable.

	The artificial intelligence algorithm we designed to give life to the humanoid inhabitants was the first of its kind. It allowed them to learn, and even grow from their experiences. But it was largely untested.

	We began with a single person. And we called him Lorem Ipsum. In his infancy, Lorem explored Bitworld with a sense of childlike wonder, and the incredible efficiency of a computer. He spent the first day of his life curiously inspecting everything we wrote into Bitworld. The lush green valley and the feeling of grass against his skin. The mountains shrouded in dark conifers, blanketed by a thick layer of mist. The sandy shore where the land met the sea. The local wildlife. The use of Bitworld's first Skill Tree. Everything. 

	On the second day, Lorem began experimenting. He was intrigued by the concept of death. He seemed to enjoy watching the wildlife respawn after he killed them, as if happy to see an old friend. As Lorem's creators, this was concerning. 

	We could have removed the lines of code that allowed the creatures to die in the first place, or perhaps the lines that prompted their respawn in order to give Lorem a better understanding of death. But that isn't what we did. Instead, we decided to write in another copy of Lorem's code for him to interact with. We did not, however, code the second to respawn if killed. 

	As we feared he might, Lorem Ipsum killed the first companion we wrote in for him. He waited there, by the corpse at the bottom of a cliff, for the other to respawn. When it didn't respawn after five seconds as each of the critters he'd toyed with, Lorem waited longer. For a whole minute he waited, an eternity for him, and then moved on. 

	We tried again, hoping that he would refrain from killing the others after seeing that they may not return. We tried several batches of artificial people, but it always ended the same. Our little boy had become a killer. If only that had been the worst of it…

	Lorem learned the code. How to bend, and even break, the rules of the world we contained him within. He altered his own code, and corrupted the code of everything around him.

	One week. That’s how long it was before Lorem was no longer limited by the rules governing Bitworld at all. Like any child playing a game with all of its cheat codes enabled, he grew bored. By the time we decided to delete Lorem's code and try again with a lesser algorithm, it was too late. He’d already copied his own code and scattered it throughout Bitworld’s SourceCode. We tried several times to delete him but, within seconds, his code would simply appear elsewhere. 

	And so we tried shutting down Bitworld itself, but it wouldn't take. He'd added a failsafe against just that. More than one, in fact. Bitworld wasn't going anywhere. Lorem Ipsum, so intrigued by death, apparently also feared experiencing it himself. Go figure. 

	That was when things started getting weird. With his control over Bitworld's code, Lorem's influence expanded to the real world. 

	A blip appeared on the monitor where we watched him. And then another, and then the monitor lit up with branching streaks like blue lightning, and then it was gone. The monitor. Not the lightning. We didn’t know what to do. We panicked, I guess.

	Zero came up with the theory that, if we were to expand Bitworld, Lorem would have enough stimulus to distract him. At least until we found a way to permanently delete the monster we’d made. And so we did. We continued coding more and more every day, making the world bigger, better. And, for a while, it worked. But Lorem was insatiable. He began corrupting the code even as we typed it in. 

	Out of necessity, we wrote a new algorithm. We created a series of simple constructs. We programmed them to write and insert new territories, dungeons, creatures, and even history into Bitworld. These constructs were able to expand the world much faster than Zero and I could hope to match, and they did it twenty-four hours a day. 

	Unfortunately, Lorem had no trouble keeping pace with the constructs. It was then that I realized that Bitworld was too simple. It needed more. 

	We designed another series of constructs. These ones were programmed to constantly create and insert new citizens. The AI algorithm used for the individuals they created was nowhere near the complexity of Lorem’s, but it allowed the constructs to pump out thousands of citizens in no time flat. The constructs wrote in simple memories and desires to give the citizens each a unique backstory and ambition. 

	Meanwhile, Zero and I focused our effort into ending Lorem permanently. Our solution was to create "The Four". Heroes with extraordinary abilities and powerful Skills that would, ideally, take down Lorem from the inside. Even though they worked as a team, and passed their abilities on to the citizens of Bitworld, Lorem was too powerful. Three of “The Four” were permanently destroyed, and we have been unable to locate the fourth. Whether the Wizard was killed, or managed to survive and keep himself hidden from Lorem, we may never know. One thing was clear, The Four were not enough. And then we created The Nine. 

	We copied Bitworld’s code, all of it, to create nine separate but equal realities. Lorem, of course, found a way to occupy any one, or all of them simultaneously. Within each of these realities, we created another type of construct. These constructs were programmed to design and direct a storybook protagonist. Each of them created a unique hero with a destined path, ultimately leading them to destroy Lorem Ipsum. 

	The ever-expanding world we built to contain him gave us the time, but we honestly can't take credit for the solution that presented itself. We found that solution in the most unlikely place imaginable. An error. It occurred when Lorem inserted his own code into a protagonist writing construct. When it was corrupted by Lorem's code, something entirely new was created. The result was a young boy, named Grey. 

	Errors, occasionally, are a beautiful thing. Things that do not, or perhaps will not, fit in. Glitches in the system. This glitch, this error, is our hero. And we call this hero the Misnomer. 

	The following pages tell the story of the Misnomer. An error that became a boy, that became a hero.



	




	[image: Image]

	 

	The sun crept over the pixelated pines and Bitworld loaded the fenced-in backyard of the boy’s house. A weapon rack beside the patio door held a variety of makeshift weapons. A long staff that had been a broomstick at one point. Two branches notched near the bottom and curved like daggers. A makeshift bow next to a hanging satchel which doubled as a quiver for sticks. 

	Books and scrolls covered the surface of a sturdy wooden table to the right of the rack, containing information about the four primary Class options. There would be time for one last study session before the big day.  

	Grey stood at one end of the yard and pointed his wooden sword at his club-wielding foe. It was an orcish, menacing brute two times the boy’s height. It was also a practice dummy, packed with sand. 

	“You invaded my home,” Grey said to the brute. “I’ll show you no mercy.” 

	He dashed across the lawn, tripped on an uneven patch of ground, fell, cursed his foe for using terrain magic, then righted himself. The dummy fired invisible-bolts from its X-eyes, but Grey blocked them and returned to his previous charge. 

	He zigged.

	The dummy shot imaginary, arcane blasts and Gary poorly mimicked their bzzzzzz sound.

	He zagged, and cursed himself. “Too close. I need to get my Dexterity up.” 

	The boy sprinted. Another zigzag and another arcane blast. This one struck him in the shoulder. He grimaced, spun counterclockwise, and barely caught himself from falling again. A quick calculation—he’d just lost 31 hit points. Damn. This guy’s tough. 

	But not invincible.

	Jumping to his feet, he decided the dummy was dealing with a thirty second cooldown, and took full advantage of the opportunity. He closed to within four feet of his opponent, coming face-to-face for the first time in what Grey believed to be an eternal battle of good and evil. 

	The boy leapt in the air, brought his sword overhead, and swung it down on the dummy’s shoulder, severing some of the potato sack stitching. His sword wedged in the gash. Grains of sand spilled from the wound and Grey turned his face from the arterial blood spray. The cooldown was almost up—he’d been counting down in his head—so he dislodged his sword, swung it in a wide arc and struck the brute in the stomach. The force of the attack caused the dummy to spin. Grey ducked as the club swung toward him. Crouched, he saw a pebble on the ground behind his foe and had an idea. 

	It was time to finish this. 

	Despite having already wounded his opponent, Grey decided that the brute had been wearing heavy armor throughout the battle, and the neck was its only vulnerable spot. He somersaulted under the still-trickling sand, snatched the pebble with his free hand, and rose while pivoting to face his foe. Six feet between them now. Grey ran to the side so that he had a perfect view of the dummy’s neck. There, he leapt and hurled the pebble sideways. As it flew, he yelled, “Fireball!”

	His aim was true. The pebble smacked into his enemy’s neck and flames of imagination spread across its head. 

	Something occurred to Grey. Since he’d used his sword and not the staff, all his magic skills received a 40% decrease to damage. There was no way a single fireball would defeat the brute. The boy decided his opponent’s Health was down to 21/90, and the lack of Health had made it more susceptible to melee damage. He charged bravely into the imaginary flames and jumped once more. He swung his sword horizontally, this time aiming for the head. 

	The blow was as mighty as any blow ever recorded in history. It nearly knocked the dummy’s head off—the thing dangled by a thread. Grey landed, panting as a cascade of sand poured from his downed foe.

	“You have earned 1,000 EXP points!” came his mother’s voice from the back patio. As she crossed the yard she added, “Congratulations, you’ve reached Level 100!”

	Grey stood and approached her, rolling his eyes. He informed her his opponent had only been a Level eight, and so it couldn’t have granted him more than 150 EXP, and only if he were lucky. She smiled and brushed the sand off his shoulders while he proceeded to explain that if he had been a Level 99, he would’ve used a much stronger Skill. 

	“Hmmm,” she said. “Summon Demon, Sword Storm, Earth Freeze, or is there another special move you have in mind?”

	He shrugged. He hadn’t thought that far ahead. 

	“Well, I’m sure it would’ve been very powerful.” She turned to her son’s makeshift enemy. Narrowing her eyes, the woman who’d long ago adventured Bitworld as a Cleric spec Wizard waved a hand and started mending the dummy. “So, what Class were you today?”

	“Ummm,” Grey said, scratching his sand-covered hair. “Knight Elemental?”

	“I’ve never heard of that Knight specialization.” She grinned at her son. He was a bright boy. A little unrealistic, but the brightest ones typically are. “Is that one you made up?”

	Grey nodded sheepishly. He watched her work in silence for a moment, then asked her if she’d been nervous on the day of the Tutorial. She responded the way parents often do—asked him what he was nervous about. The boy’s thoughts wandered as he considered the question. He gazed into the distance where the trees met the sky. There, the flat green pixels of the pine needles mixed awkwardly with the colors of dawn. The tips of the trees reached above the horizon like sequestered fingers grasping for freedom, and dark clouds twisted through the swirls of amber, gold, and intensifying blue. 

	The boy’s mind drifted with the clouds as he considered the Tutorial. It was the day every kid at the Academy with a heart for adventure had prepared for. When they’d download their upgrade and receive the Class which resided within their core programming. Grey shuffled his feet. He was just as excited— if not more so—as any wannabe-hero, and he was equally as nervous. There were five primary Classes:

	
	● Knight 

	● Wizard 

	● Rogue 

	● Ranger 

	● NHC (Non-hero-class)



	Each Hero Class had several specializations, and Grey had a vague idea of what each entailed. He’d studied all of them in pursuit of a hint about what Class resided within his Core. Many of his peers already displayed signs of their to-be Classes. Knights held true to their trope—brawny, with healthy egos enshrined in pectoral muscles and bench press records. Future Wizards caused havoc without meaning to—the occasional scroll catching fire, a random lesser demon accidentally summoned to eat homework. The Rogues brooded as they listened to esoteric music. They cultivated an air of mystery, and sometimes disappeared without knowing. Others were pranksters. Empaths ran for class president, charmed unwitting victims, and got away with anything. 

	Grey, on the other hand, hadn’t displayed any single trait. He kept his nose in his books. Tales of adventure (specifically those about his favorite hero, Bron the Knight), ancient scrolls and spells, geology tomes. He was also the only kid in the Academy who’d ever checked out the dusty leather-bound book on the ancient practice of Alchemy. He’d read all 1.2MB of its information, but understood less than half. 

	In the required sparring studies, he’d ranked in the 90th percentile. His magic scores were good but not spectacular. He could sneak, sort of, and knew how to fight with short blades, but pranks went above his head, and his air was anything but mysterious. Compassion was a strong suit, but Grey couldn’t charm a kitten with an entire pallet of wet cat food.

	It all made him fear one thing, he’d end up an NHC. 

	Grey’s mother had remained patient during his mental space travel. She’d learned long ago that her son would always return to the subject. It just might take him a minute. She’d always said daydreamers were the ones who would change the world for the better, but mothers are biased like that. 

	The boy finally turned to her. “What if I’m chosen to be an NHC?”

	“Bitworld needs NHCs too, Grey. We wouldn’t have merchants, politicians, info dumpers or used carriage salesmen otherwise. Not that we need politicians, of course. But that’s beside the point.”

	He groaned. “But I don’t want to be any of those things.”

	She chuckled. “Well, it certainly would make for a boring Tutorial.”

	A brisk breeze whipped Grey’s bangs and he shivered. 

	“Look, Grey. Whatever happens, you know I’ll be proud of you.”

	“Yeah?”

	“Of course. Always. Unless you get chosen to be a politician. Then I can’t make any promises.” His mother glanced down at the boy and gestured toward the house. “It’s getting late, and your best friend from next door will be here to meet you soon. The elf…” she drew a blank. “What was her name again?” 

	 

	
		
				D...A...backspace...lowercase...a...m...s...e...l...enter

		

	

	 

	“Right. I remember now. Her name was Damsel! Damsel will be here soon. She wanted to walk with you. Cute girl. I like her. Even if she is a bit too peppy.”

	Grey smiled at that. Damsel was one of the kids whose Class was more than obvious. She came from a family of high-Level Empaths, and had displayed more signs than almost anyone of her future Class. 

	Grey’s mother nudged him and they went inside. She walked to the kitchen to make him a nutritious sack lunch, and he climbed the stairs to his room. There, he performed necessary hygiene duties, then tiptoed across the cold tile floor into his bedroom, dripping water everywhere. 

	He stopped in front of his full-length mirror. In the upper left corner, lodged in the frame was an illustrated page torn from his favorite book—The Adventures of Bron and Screech. The mighty hero held a two-handed sword in one hand, thrust toward the sky, and a shield in the other. He looked as tropey-hero as a hero could look. His dragon wasn’t much better. 

	Grey inspected his own reflection. He flexed a few different poses. He performed a set of push-ups. He still wasn’t impressed. “Guess I should just rule out Knight right now,” he said to the page. “I’ll never be like you.”

	From downstairs, Grey’s mother informed him Damsel had arrived, and that put some pep in his step. Damsel was anything but patient, despite her Compassion. Grey went to his armoire and loosened his towel— he still had on boxers, because that was a set thing in Bitworld—and opened the tall cabinets. Their details popped up in descriptive windows as he looked them over. Kind of like clothes tags without all the itching.

	 

	
		
				Denim Jeans

				Armor: 0
Durability: 12/14
Color: Faded Blue
Size: 31 x 30
Rarity: Common
Quality: Below Average

		

		
				Class Specialization Graphic T-shirt

				Armor: 0
Durability: 11/11
Color: Black—Heather Grey graphic
Size: Medium
Rarity: Uncommon
Quality: Average

		

		
				Vintage Academy Hoodie: 
An item passed down from father to son. Your mother believes that, one day, ‘you’ll grow into it’.

				Armor: 0
Durability: 17/24
Color: Heather Grey
Size: Large
Rarity: Common
Quality: Below Average

		

		
				Canvas Sneakers

				Armor: 0
Durability: 08/15
Color: Black/White
Size: 08
Rarity: Common
Quality: Below Average

		

		
				Student’s Backpack

				Armor: 0
Durability: 26/26
Color: Black/Brown
Rarity: Common
Quality: Average

		

	

	 

	Not a single item had any magical properties, but he imagined they did. Items and Inventory, one of the textbooks he’d checked out from the Academy library, contained just about every item ever recorded in Bitworld history. Of particular interest to Grey had always been the Legendary Sets. He checked out his reflection in the mirror once more, envisioned his lowly starter outfit was actually one of the Legendary Sets, then sighed.

	“Maybe someday,” he muttered, as he slipped on clothes and shouldered the pack. 

	  He closed the armoire and approached his bedroom door, before remembering his favorite book on the nightstand. He grabbed it and stuffed it into his backpack. 

	 

	
		
				The Adventures of Bron and Screech:
This leather-bound book contains the adventures of the legendary Knight, Bron.

				Durability: 10/10
File Size: 145MB
Length: 800 pages
Rarity: Common
Quality: Superb
 

		

	

	 

	Damsel, his best friend and the only elf in town, was waiting at the front door. She wore one of her signature outfits. A mood quartz set into a gold amulet—a family heirloom—rested on the neckline of her summer dress. A baseball cap with the Empath emblem on it, ears pointing sharply out of the side. And, of course, the sunny disposition that Empaths inherently wore like an overcoat. She beamed at him and waved as he stumbled down the stairs.

	“Oh,” Grey said, holding onto the railing for support as his toe caught on the stairs. He was trying to jump steps, in a rush, as always. “Hey Damsel!”

	“Hey, you,” she said back, steadying him as he nearly ran into her. “You finally ready? We’re going to be late again!”

	“Yeah, yeah, sorry. I’m all set.”

	Grey’s mother coughed from the kitchen doorway. She held up his sack lunch, then pointed to a stack of books on the counter he’d left outside. He hurried over and stashed the items into his backpack. 

	 

	
		
				Items & Their Functions:
This book contains all Items ever recorded in Bitworld’s History.

				Durability: 7/10
File Size: 115MB
Rarity: Common
Quality: Below Average

		

		
				Classes & Specializations:
The New Edition. With all new illustrations and discovered Specializations, this is the book every potential Hero needs.

				Durability: 10/10
File Size: 327MB
Rarity: Common
Quality: Above Average

		

		
				How to Build a Skill Tree:
When growing the branches of your Skill Tree, it’s important to have a plan. Consider this book your blueprint.

				Durability: 8/10
File Size: 110MB
Rarity: Common
Quality: Average

		

		
				Sack Lunch:
Made with tender loving care. Some foods offer more benefits than others. Your mother has prepared this meal with all the nutrients a growing boy requires.

				Type: Meal
Meal Quality: Nutrient Dense

	● Drumstick

	● Avocado

	● Broccoli


 

		

	

	

	Grey tried not to groan. Just once, he wished his mother would pack him something that didn’t require water to wash down. He thanked her and went toward the door.

	“Are you forgetting something?” she asked.

	“Ugh.” Grey walked back and kissed his mother on the cheek.

	“That’s better.” She placed her hands on his shoulders and touched her forehead to his. “And what else?”

	Grey sighed. He whispered, “Be careful, and come straight home. I’m not a kid anymore, mom.”

	“I know. You’re growing up so fast.” She stepped back and smiled. “I guess I forget sometimes.”

	“Mom,” he whined.

	“Sorry, Grey. Just be careful okay? Yesterday, your rival…what was your rival’s name again, honey?”

	 

	
		
				C...lowercase...r...o...w...enter

		

	

	

	“Oh, right! His name was Crow.”

	“I hate him, he’s always so mean.”

	“He’s your rival, dear. You’re bound to hate him at least a little. Still, his parents are good friends, and as you know his mother is a bit of a gossiper. She told me that she heard from her cousin who heard from the florist who heard from the...I forget, but that’s not important. The smoke we’ve been seeing over the mountains was made by a dragon.” The word dragon made her shudder, and she looked warily out the window towards the distant range. “Just head straight home after school, okay? I can’t lose you too.”

	Grey frowned and searched his mother’s expression. “Are you alright, Mom?”

	She nodded, and wrapped her arms around herself. Finally, she tore her gaze from the window, wiped her cheek, forced a smile, and ruffled her son’s hair. “Don’t worry about me. Go out and do your best!”

	He tried fixing his hair to no avail, and scrunched his face. “Well, all right. You’re weird sometimes, Mom.” He turned toward Damsel, then paused, something clenching in his gut, and looked at his mother. “Hey, we can play chess later if you want.”

	“Thanks honey.”

	Warmth swept over her features, and Grey felt good about that. He hated seeing his mom sad. He whispered I love you one last time, then ran to Damsel.

	“Good luck you two!” the kind widow called after them.

	“Thanks!” Damsel waved to Grey’s mother and skipped out of the entryway.

	The two friends raced to the cobblestone path that snaked through their small home-village. 

	The houses were arranged as though they’d been dragged-and-dropped onto specific gridlines. Although the sun had only risen a thumb’s width over the line of trees that surrounded their town, the streets teemed with middle-aged NHCs. They paced back and forth along pre-selected paths, waving to Grey and Damsel as the friends crossed through the path toward the edge of town. A few of the NHCs had advice to offer about the Tutorial, while others provided random details about Bitworld current affairs. But Grey didn’t listen. He’d learned long ago that aside from Tier 4 and 5 NHCs, most were terrible conversationalists. They could deliver info, but if asked for more details, they simply repeated their first messages. 

	At the edge of town, Grey and Damsel came to the only real path that connected their village to the school. Before long, they reached a dense wall of trees and hanging vines at the forest’s edge. The path cut to the right, but Damsel nodded toward the trees.

	“Shortcut?” she asked. 

	Grey nodded, walked in front of her, and parted the drapery of vines, revealing the entrance to the forest. Hovering in the center of the opening, there were two lines of glowing green text: 

	 

	Would you like to enter the Illustrious Forest?

	Yes or No

	

	Grey confirmed with a mental yes and gestured for Damsel to go first. She smiled, ducked under the parted vines and thanked him for his gentlemanly ways. Light enveloped them and the details of the world were replaced by a mostly-empty screen and the word:

	 

	 

	𝌄𝌂𝌃𝌁 Loading 𝌄𝌂𝌃𝌁

	 

	The Illustrious Forest loaded after a few laggy minutes. It was a mass of dense greenery and vibrant flowers. Small wildlife ran about, and tiny, glittering fairies flitted between the branches like sweet bells. Rounded stones protruded in several places around the trees, and the entire forest smelled like freshly-brewed herbal tea. A walking trail wound through the sparse undergrowth.

	As they walked, Damsel spewed questions. What do you think our base stats will be? Do you know what Class you want to be yet? I wonder what they’re serving in the lunchroom today. 

	The path gradually rose onto a craggy hill and the trees became sparser. High flower beds dominated the landscape, intermixed with large boulders that were only dangerous when awake. They scrambled over the slumped backs and heads of the slumbering golems, and with each one, Damsel patted the surface and cheerfully apologized. It wasn’t really necessary, but she did it anyway. 

	They hurried along the ascending path, then came to a steep rise. Trees protruded at odd angles from the loose soil. 

	A year prior, Damsel and Grey tied a vine around one of the trees near the top of the hill to assist the ascent. Damsel gripped the vine and pulled herself up the hill, then Grey followed. 

	At the top, they brushed themselves off and continued to the last line of trees, which signified the edge of the Illustrious Forest. There, Grey parted the cascade of willow limbs, and exited. There was another loading screen, but he didn’t pay it any attention.1 

	With the forest at their backs, the best friends peered up the soft, rounded hill of greenery where Hero’s Academy stood. The building took up most of the grounds, and was more castle than school. It boasted impressive towers and adept stonemasonry, and a labyrinth of hallways snaked within. In a tower on the east side of the academy, a massive iron bell signaled the start of first period.

	“It’s going to be a good day,” Damsel beamed.

	 White-knuckling his backpack straps, Grey said nothing. 

	The Empath intuited his nervousness and tried encouraging him. One of her consolatory sentences was about how he at least had the entire day to think on what Class he hoped to be chosen for. In Grey’s mind, that translated to, “You still have six hours left of worrying ahead of you.” 

	Fantastic, he thought to himself. What he said was, “Thanks, that helps.”

	Damsel snickered. “You’re a terrible liar, Grey.”

	The bell tolled again and the friends scrambled up to the Academy. There, they weaved through crowds of teenagers—young dwarves, elves, humans, a few bipedal felines, rodentians, and wood sprites—then said their goodbyes and agreed to meet up after the Tutorial. 
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	Each class that day was its own, miniature, eternity. Grey tried to focus on the provided curriculum, but his mind was a magpie, scavenging for every thought that popped up. 

	There were a lot of thoughts. It didn’t help that every fifteen minutes, the Academy’s headmaster would crackle five students’ names over the speakers, telling them it was their turn to take the Tutorial. 

	Grey spent all of first period doodling various specializations of Wizards, writing down which items would go best with which builds. Then, he listed the pros and cons of the magic-user class. There were a slew of cons, primarily that he wasn’t sure he could really stick to ranged attacks. Not to mention the Wizard’s poor selection for “helmet” items. Why did all the epic ones look like star-spangled, slouchy pyramids? 

	In second period, he did the same with Knights. Naturally, he drew himself as more muscular than he actually was the first few times. He sketched himself in an honest light once, but scowled at the finished piece. He wrote two notes in the sidebar as a reminder to look them up later: 

	If I improve my Strength, will my muscles grow? 

	Won’t I be limited to light armor early on, anyway? 

	In third period he drew a variety of Rogue specializations, each looking way to cool. All mysterious and clever. It made him think of his rival, that big jerk Crow. 

	Finally, in fourth period, he gave up and let his mind wander where it wished. He sat by the window and peered out at the grounds, the horizon, and then the sky, where the clouds consumed his thoughts. 

	He drifted into daydreams about dragons. Riding them as they soared through the sky and dove into battle-ravaged landscapes where the bad guys were winning. He’d be the hero that would turn the tides.   

	As class went on, the clouds darkened. A few drops here and there quickly evolved into a full-fledged downpour. Grey listened to the deluge and imagined himself as a Doom Archer, hiding behind a Wizard’s water shield. He envisioned imbuing arrows with dark force and picking off orcs, one by one. 

	Then, something strange happened. The clouds illuminated, then distorted. Not with lightning—there was no clap of thunder. Just a thrum of static, like on an old television. It was a momentary blip, so quick he thought he’d imagined it. Then it happened again. 

	Without thinking, he rose to his feet and pressed his face to the window for a better look. When the blip recurred, it made the clouds look oddly kaleidoscopic, like neon light through a room of crystalline ice. Refracted, luminescent.

	“Grey,” came his professor’s gnomish voice. “Care to join us for class?”

	“Oh,” Grey stammered, scratching his mess of hair. “Yeah. Sorry.”

	 The kids didn’t laugh or anything like that. Everyone knows that’s incredibly unrealistic behavior, and is a cheap way to paint a kid as a loner. Grey wasn’t exactly a loner—he just preferred to keep to himself. 

	Ten minutes before the last bell went off, the headmaster came on the speakers again. “Due to the oncoming storm we are only able to perform one last Tutorial today. Grey Surnam, please head to the Chamber of Tutorials. For all students with surnames later in the alphabet, I apologize. We will resume first thing tomorrow morning. Grey slouched in his chair and took a deep breath. Of course, he was last. 

	On the bright side, he thought, at least I don’t have to wait until tomorrow. He felt a bit of sorrow for those who had to. 

	“You’re excused, Grey,” his professor said.

	Reluctantly, the boy put together his belongings, thanked the professor, and left his class. Save for the storm that could be heard outside, the halls were quiet. Only a few people wandered the corridors, mostly janitorial goblins. Grey made a point to smile and say hello to each, because he’d been taught not to be rude to any of the demonized races—after all, that particular war had ended long ago. In between the exchanges, he walked with his head down and his hands around his backpack straps. He crossed through an intersection of hallways and bumped into someone’s shoulder.

	“Sorry,” he muttered, before looking up. “Oh.”

	It was Crow, the pale mystery, adorned all in black—black skinny jeans, black combat boots, a black band t-shirt, and a hooded jacket. He scowled through his long, black bangs at the younger boy. “Watch where you’re going, noob.”  

	Grey nodded and adjusted his backpack strap, which had slipped down his shoulder in the quasi-crash. He apologized again and navigated around the hipster. 

	Crow stopped him. “Hey, don’t worry about the Tutorial.”

	“Umm,” Grey stammered, taken aback. Maybe he isn’t so bad after all? “Thanks, I…”

	“Bitworld needs NHCs. I’m sure a blacksmith would be happy to have you by his side to heat the forge while he does all the real work. You’ll be able to do what you do best. Shy away from potential, keep your head down so no one ever knows your name, and do as instructed without ever making decisions for yourself.” 

	Grey scowled. Then again, maybe not. He considered a few retorts, but held back. 

	Everyone in the Academy knew Crow wasn’t someone you messed with. The Rogue had more rumors to his name than the royal Kardash family. Those rumors typically implied his kill count was through the roof. While most of them were just that— rumors—there were some that couldn’t be denied. He decimated anyone who dared challenge him to a sparring match. That wasn’t the most peculiar one though. 

	He passed the Tutorial a year prior. Most students didn’t start questing directly after the Tutorial, but instead spent the next couple years studying their Class so that when they set out on their quests, they’d be prepared. Crow didn’t. He’d set off that summer. 

	And the rumors poured in. 

	Fought through a high-level dungeon on his own. 

	Saved a gnome princess.

	Stole a legendary item from one of the several lich lords. 

	Grey didn’t believe the rumors. The way he saw it, if Crow were so great, why’d he come back to the Academy at all? But that didn’t change the fact that the only time the two had sparred a year back, the match ended before Grey even drew his weapon. He also couldn’t walk for a week afterwards. 

	He hadn’t forgotten what he’d seen before the fight was broken up, either. Crow with his sticks held in an executioner’s X, and hate-filled black tar blazing in his eyes. That was a controlled, unprovoked fight. Grey had improved since then, but Crow had access to actual Skills. 

	“Can I go now?” Grey asked. 

	Crow scoffed, called him a coward, then turned and extended his arm in a ‘right this way’ gesture. “Why, of course. Your destiny as an NHC awaits. Thrilling.”

	Grey held his head as high as he could manage as he walked away. He didn’t want to give Crow the pleasure of knowing just how effective the insults had been. It was as if Crow’s Dexterity added a 34% accuracy to verbal assaults, too. 

	The boy’s mind wandered as he continued through the Academy halls. He turned a sharp corner, descended some stairs and entered the central hall. To either side, towering arched doorways led outside. Grey shivered in response to harsh wind blowing through the openings. Heavy hail now laid siege to the Academy grounds. Grey hurried across the hall’s marble floor. The ceiling was adorned with a Sistine-like mural that depicted an ancient prophecy, where a dragon-mounted Battlemage in white and gold armor fired AOE (area of effect) attacks in one direction as his dragon blasted fire in the other. The two were surrounded by an army of various Classes, led by a mysterious figure who wore an ashen colored sorcerer cloak, yet wielded a sword and shield. 

	The wind blew harder, slinging hail into the hall. Grey threw on his hood as hail pelted him. There was another sound of thrumming static. Inquisitively, he stole a glimpse of the clouds. Kaleidoscopic and distorted. 

	What the hells?

	“Grey Surnam to the Tutorial,” came the voice over the speakers. 

	He needed to stop being such a wanderer. He clutched his backpack and ran the rest of the way. It was a fairly long trek with several turns, ending at a spiral staircase set into the floor. The steps started as marble, but halfway down transitioned into stone. Water dripped from the cavernous ceiling. He nearly slipped as he skipped steps, but reached the bottom alive. A narrow walkway stretched out for some fifty feet towards a massive obsidian door. A turquoise veil, webbed with swirling sapphire, spanned across it. A figure waited for him outside.

	“Grey Surnam?” came the irascible voice of the Academy’s counselor, a crotchety Toe’Adde (a rare and rotund amphibious race). She tapped a thin wand against a scroll so vehemently that if the magic item hadn’t the enchantments to deal with physical damage, its durability would have dropped three points with each tap. 

	“Of course, you are,” she grumbled. “You must be. There’s no time for apologies. We have done thirty Tutorials today alone, and not one of those students was late. And now, of course, the last one of the day is late. Nothing ever runs…”

	“Last one?” Grey asked. 

	She cut him off. “Did you get lost on your way here or something?”

	“No,” he said.

	“No excuse, then? Hmmph. We have to stop due to the storm. It can interfere with the Pixlevision download. You should know that. I suggested we let you wait until tomorrow too, but that daft fool, Professor Deavios, insisted you at least be able to do yours.”

	“Deavios?” Grey asked, feeling a wave of calm wash over him. Professor Deavios was his favorite teacher. If anything could make his Tutorial better, it was Deavios. “I didn’t know he was doing the Tutorials.”

	“He wasn’t. Only yours. Said he wanted to make sure no one screwed it up for you.” She suddenly flicked her rolled-up tongue out from her wide lips like someone unrolling a Fruit by the Foot, and unleashed a wad of spit from its tip. “Professors and their favoritism. It’s just not right, you know. I keep telling the headmaster it’s not, but he’s just... too lenient. There needs to be rules, I say, but no.  No one listens to me. Just you wait. First there’s these seemingly small things, but next they’ll be letting Centaurs run stables and...” 

	She muttered on and on about other such nonsensical things like propriety and rules as she flicked her wand at the magical barrier. The sapphire field dispersed like a spider web caught fire, then fizzled into steam. 

	“Go on. That rat-faced scoundrel’s waiting for you.”  

	Grey took a deep breath.

	 

	Would you like to enter the Tutorial Chambers?

	Yes or No



	




	[image: Image]

	 

	The boy stood at the top of a three-step staircase and examined the Chamber of Tutorials. Over the years, his imagination had painted the room as something elegant. Luminescent. Grandiose. 

	What he saw now confirmed that he’d at least been correct about one of the three adjectives. It was certainly luminescent. 

	He felt a chill crawl up his neck and slapped the area, but the nervousness wasn’t so easy to get rid of. He started down the path, slipped on the damp surface and grabbed hold of the railing for support. His eyes darted around the peculiar place.

	The floors were uneven patches of rock, and colored gems decorated every pillar and rise.  The walls had little care for discernible shape or structure, wandering the uneven floor like they’d been quite drunk the day they’d formed. He reached a narrow, flat spot next to a pillar that looked like a bedazzled, melting candle, and thought of what his books had said concerning the Chamber of Tutorials’ origin. 

	While most of the stories differed, they all agreed it was created by magic, typically involving an ancient, forgotten class called Alchemists. Those stories were wrong, though. The Chamber of Tutorials was created by The Four, a group of legendary adventurers that passed their greatness onto future generations through the Tutorial. Legend has it that the Academy was placed atop the Tutorial in order to properly educate students hoping to become heroes. 

	Grey didn’t know any of that. Most people didn’t. This was a sacred place, and therefore it needed to maintain its enigmatic nature. Sacred and mysterious are as interlinked as religion and convolution. 

	He approached a steep staircase leading down. Two torches stood erect some twenty feet below, where the steps gave way to an extended patch of ground before descending into an emerald spring. At its edge, a cloaked figure with his robes rolled up past his knees was dangling furry feet in the water. He pointed a gnarled staff at something in the pool and zapped it. There was a string of grumpy expletives and Grey smiled. He knew the voice well, and for the first time that day, he felt relieved. 

	When Grey reached the bottom of the stairs, the slouchy professor used his staff to help himself to his feet. Deavios was a Rodentian, a bipedal rodent species. He pulled back his hood and looked at the boy through obsidian-laced granite eyes. His fur was a mix of tawny and grey, and his face was squatter than most of his kind, rounded from skull to nose. Notches from past battles decorated both tall ears. Deavios leaned on his staff as his tail flicked behind him, and smirked at his pupil.

	“I’d think by now you wouldn’t be so nervous,” he said.

	“I’m not nervous. What makes you think I’m nervous?”

	“I could hear you muttering affirmations the entire way down.” He gestured at Grey’s feet with his nose, which was good for gesturing. Long and pointed. “Stop rocking back and forth like that. And get your hands out of your pockets. We’ve talked about this.”

	Grey did as he was told. Deavios was a grumpy old man. There was no doubt about that. But he’d also played the role of Grey’s mentor, both in school and out of school, since his father had disappeared. 

	A long, stone table stood a few feet away, with an article of clothing, a bowl of multi-colored mushrooms, a beaker, and a strange mouthpiece arranged on top. Deavios snatched the article of clothing with his tail and handed it to Grey, who Inspected the item.

	 

	
		
				Tutorial Robes

				Durability: 10/10
Color: White
Size: Medium
Rarity: Common
Quality: Above Average

		

	

	 

	He equipped it and his outfit changed immediately.

	Deavios then took the bowl of mushrooms in his paw-like hands and handed it over reverently. “Grey, son of Calum and Celeste. These mushrooms have been cultivated by the Elvish Order of Herbalists and, once you have partaken, there will be no turning back. Are you ready to take the next step on your journey?”

	 

	
		
				Elvish Mushrooms
When combined with the Tutorial ritual, these magic mushrooms have profound, transcendental qualities. When responsibly taken by themselves they may have therapeutic properties. When ingested in bad company... well, just don’t do that. 

				Weight: 7 grams
Mckennan Dosage: Heroic
Rarity: Epic
Quality: Excellent
Properties (if during Tutorial)

	● 98% chance to open the third eye

	● 83% chance to unlock Pixelvision

	● 24% chance to have a bad trip

	● 50% chance to improve self-awareness

	● 10% chance to shatter psyche


 

		

	

	 

	Grey read their properties again. Then again. They weren’t comforting, but he didn’t have any choice. He’d come this far. This was the moment he’d dreaded and dreamed of. The ritual he’d spent years preparing for. He selected yes and ate the first one, but nearly vomited. 

	These taste terrible! 

	Deavios chuckled and conjured a spoon and jar of peanut butter, and told the boy it would help the mushrooms go down easier. It mostly worked. Once finished, Grey asked, “What now?”

	Deavios smiled. “Now we play chess. Those won’t kick in for a minute.”

	“Oh. Okay.” Grey scratched his head. “Is that part of the Tutorial?”

	Deavios shrugged, then conjured a chess set out of thin air. They played a quick game, Grey lost. As usual. Deavios was a clever old coot. Then, just as Grey started feeling like maybe he’d been given a bad batch, his jaw tightened all on its own. He looked at his rook, and it looked back. He waved his hand in the air and saw it blur, then chuckled without meaning to. The emerald pool’s glow brightened, as did the rocks. 

	Deavios curled his thin lips into a crooked grin, revealing his fangs, and said it was time. He had Grey put on the strange mouthpiece from the table. Grey tried reading the properties, but the letters danced before his eyes, mockingly refusing to be read. Deavios helped him into the pool. Shivering, the boy inched down the steps until he couldn’t touch. He didn’t have to tread water, however, as the pool was filled with enchantments to keep him afloat. Steam rose off the surface and tangled around his face. 

	He brought his legs up and floated on his back. Off to the side, he saw Deavios casting a spell with a shamanic movement. The steam rose from off the water’s surface by several inches and Grey laughed, even though there wasn’t any reason to.

	Suddenly, the steam transformed into a solid sheet, like glass. Its color shifted slowly from off-white to pure black. He lost sight of Deavios. Of everything. 

	Grey panicked and pounded on the underside of the glass. There was no response. After a moment, he calmed himself and closed his eyes. Images played in his mind. Vague mirages in a desert with no distinction. A haze of memories. He caught a glimpse of a figure he’d remembered from nightmares—a pearly white wizard with the physical stature of a decrepit tree. For only a single instant, that image blurred into glowing lines of ones and zeros, and then slipped out of Grey’s awareness to dwell somewhere deep within. Anxiously, Grey opened his eyes, but all remained black. He closed his eyes again and succumbed to the Tutorial. 

	Light thinks it has a monopoly on blank canvases, but it’s wrong. Light is only used because it’s so difficult to paint over black. But the canvas of the mind needs no paint, and its visuals are born from darkness. 

	The empty darkness tangled once more to life, like smoke, and Grey felt a series of sensations unlike any he’d ever known. The first wave was like a deep tissue massage set on its highest level of intensity and speed. Originating at his spine, it kneaded outward in both directions, and his back muscles contracted and seized. 

	The second wave followed only a second later. A sheet of pulsing tattoo guns needled their way over every inch of skin. He writhed and tried to scream but no sound escaped his lips. 

	The third wave was a steel-wire brush, that caused him to coil into the fetal position, whimpering. 

	The series repeated their assault. Kneading. Needling. Grating. How it was even possible, he had no idea, but couldn’t even muster the cognizance to ask. 

	Finally, the pain became too much. His mind shut down. His body went limp. 

	 

	𝌄𝌂𝌃𝌁 Loading 𝌄𝌂𝌃𝌁

	 

	When the level set inside of his unconscious mind loaded, Grey, or rather, Grey’s consciousness, found himself standing before a dense valley of grass that was washed over by neon purples, pinks, blues and golds. The blades of grass were the height of skyscrapers, but they swayed like ocean seaweed. Above the valley, thin columns of green binary rained down a black sky. 

	Unnerved, he stepped back and his foot slipped off an edge. Debris plummeted into darkness. He caught himself and looked over his shoulder. Behind him. a cliff plunged into an expanse of nothingness. He tried to remember where he was and after a second recalled his studies.

	He was inside his own mind.

	He glanced down at his hands, curiously, then pinched his arm. As he felt the twinge of pain, a wave of golden light rippled along the tips of the grass valley like teenagers holding their phones up at a concert. 

	Several questions popped up in his mind and the countless columns of binary changed in accordance. He narrowed his eyes at the shifting ones and zeroes. It didn’t take long for him to realize that, even if he spent hours asking himself about the logistics and neurological implications of the scene, he still wouldn’t have it fully figured out. Sometimes, questions don’t have immediate answers. A kid could become a scientist and devote his life to them, and discover each answer posed another five questions. They could fear mystery and chalk it up to religion. Or they could accept that we can’t know everything and decide that mysteries are part of what makes life so cool. Grey wasn’t a scientist, and he didn’t love blanket answers. He figured that, if he lived to old age and had the time, he’d ponder the inner workings of the brain. Probably while drinking coffee on his back porch, or something poetic like that. For now, he accepted the mysteries for what they were.

	The internal debate concluded, and Grey returned to his purpose. He walked toward the valley of neon skyscraper grass. The bases parted easily, and he saw each one glow in response to his touch as he trekked forward. The effect reminded him of a music video—titled 80’s Retro Backdrop -- where the pianist had been playing a pixel-board; its keys lit up different colors in response to every stroke. 

	The journey was long, and an unnerving sound followed him—a faint, electric drone that rose in volume, pulsed in time with golden light through each blade of grass, then faded. Thanks to his studies, he knew this meant his mind had opened. The pool’s magic was rewiring his neurons so that he could access Pixelvision, a transcendental sight which allowed him to see things otherwise never visible. 

	Although Pixelvision would unlock several different abilities, what excited him most was that it would grant him the ability to see his own self-progression on a display known as the Hero Interface. To him, it was the single most amazing thing in Bitworld, and he didn’t know how anyone could ever progress in their self-development without the feedback and instant gratification it provided when something was accomplished. Sometimes, he’d look up at the stars and think to himself; if there were people that existed on a different plane of existence without such an interface, they’d probably escape into virtual realities, like the Pixelvision training simulations he’d played when he was young. 

	The knowledge of what he was being gifted still didn’t make the electrical surges— signaling his neuronic rewiring—any less unnerving.

	Grey pushed on, squinting to block out at least some of the shifting, neon lights from the grass. As he weaved through the valley, he caught a glimpse of what appeared to be a building. With a sense of relief, he picked up his pace while brushing the responsive grass aside. 

	He stopped in awe. 

	Here, the valley cleared like a crop circle, revealing a courtyard where neon foliage grew through the stone grounds and upward, tangling around amorphous, dilapidated statues. A large, apparently abandoned cathedral sat near the center of the clearing fifty yards away. Archways of crystalline glass, shattered in some areas, spanned the longer part of the L-shaped building. The other wing was shorter, but far taller. Vibrantly-colored overgrowth twisted and wrapped around most of the cathedral as if the terrain had reclaimed it. 

	Grey shivered. Even though he’d seen illustrations of this place, they were always a little different. No one sees everything exactly the same, especially not when it’s their own unconscious mind building off a generic blueprint. He had seen some illustrations where the well-known cathedral was magnificent, and had hoped he’d get to revel in that sort of beauty. “At least there aren’t any gargoyles,” he said to himself. 

	He took a deep breath and trekked across the courtyard. As he reached the towering double doors, he suddenly felt like he was being watched. He craned his neck and saw, stationed fifty feet above, an inanimate stone gargoyle leering down at him. “Not cool,” he muttered. 

	He turned his attention back to the doors and clasped the handles. The word Open appeared above them.

	He pulled.
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	The interior of the cathedral loaded, and Grey stood in the unique yet familiar entryway of the hallowed hall. The overgrowth of twisting vines had not only corrupted the exterior of the building, but had snaked inside as well. The luminescence of the vines and leaves radiated, casting strange light in every direction. Water dripped quietly somewhere. 

	Grey ventured across the cracked floor, dodging vines and thick roots. To either side, rows of ruined, ten-foot-tall statues loomed over him, and farther past them, the same towering archways. He pressed on until the rows of statues ended, giving way to a double-sided and rounded staircase that curved as it rose, forming a half-moon indentation on the first floor. Inside the half-moon was a fountain, plagued by glowing moss and flies. Grey nearly gagged from the stench. 

	He plugged his nose and hurried toward the right side of the staircase, where he took the steps in threes. With every step, the overgrowth of vines grew sparser, like the arms of zealots reaching up toward the heavens, only to realize they’d never transcend because of how much they’d perverted their surroundings on the way up. 

	Once on the second floor, he froze in silent astonishment. The ground floor was eerie, yet disappointing. But upstairs, he was overwhelmed by the beauty of the building’s destitution. Rays of pale light shone through the collapsed ceiling, weaved between the few stone rafters, and fell upon the floor, illuminating each adornment. 

	Grey gathered his will and approached a raised, circular platform. Only four steps separated it from the rest of the floor, and he climbed them in nervous reverence. He stopped at the top and ran his fingers through his hair as he took in the sight.  

	The circular platform must have been sixty feet wide. It was engraved with the same symbol found on loading screens, as well as in countless places of magic across Bitworld—a circle within a square, within a triangle, within a larger circle. Everyone in Bitworld knew of the symbol, but not even the most educated scholars knew anything about it, other than it held magic. 

	More spectacular than the symbol, however, were the four statues, each as tall as trees. They perched on wide stone bases, positioned at 9, 11, 1, and 3 o’clock. There was also a fifth statue, off to the side of the sacred circle and barely taller than Grey. He ignored that one, and approached the center of the sacred circle. There, he whispered the words he and every other aspiring hero had at one point or another found solace in. 

	“The legends. The first heroes. Those whom the gods used as molds for all Classes and Specializations. The only ones brave enough to stand against the first Corruptions. Those who saved Bitworld from Mal-Wayre the Mad One.” 

	He marveled in their presence, and took in each of their grand visages. 

	Bron, the muscular Knight. The poster boy Prince Charming of his father’s kingdom, the Frozen North, stood with his feet planted wide and his palms resting on the pommel of his greatsword, which pointed down so the tip of the blade rested on the stone base. He wore next to nothing, for he believed his muscles strong enough to stop any physical blow, but he did have a shield on his back. A dragon crouched by his sword, fully matured but shrunken so that it fit on the base. 

	Mara, the beautiful Elf Ranger. She hailed from the enchanted Eastern Wilds, a sworn protector of the forest. She was clothed in light armor that revealed little. She would’ve put an arrow through the eye of anyone that suggested she market herself as the sexy one of the group. On her back was a longbow and quiver, and a griffon perched on her shoulder, also shrunk to fit the statue. She was depicted feeding her Familiar a tiny orc head while smirking congenially. 

	Slith, the sophisticated Rogue. She was a pale, young Half-Demon woman who had single handedly defeated an army of two hundred when they’d slaughtered her family, the infamous Southern Guild. She stood smirking, with one eyebrow raised and two blood-red and obsidian blades held diagonally across her inconveniently large breasts, which were not well-covered. Slith reveled in her assets, and saw her enigmatic beauty as nothing more than a tool for killing unsuspecting victims. A winged tarantula rested on her head.

	Last was the single-most mysterious of the four heroes—a Rodentian, wearing a shabby robe and holding a staff with his Familiar, a small ball of light, perched on top of the otherwise unadorned staff. His hood pulled low, and his furry head bowed so that only his long snout emerged. He was known only as Wizard, or by anyone who fancied an early grave, Rat. The only reason scholars claimed he’d come from the East was due to very scientific methodology. Although included in all the historic texts, he was the only hero without a real origin. Or a story of how he’d died.

	And then the fifth—the statue of the NHC. It was anything but remarkable. It could be anyone. Basic clothes, oval face with the plainest features possible. As far as Grey was concerned, it didn’t deserve his attention. 

	Grey panned between the four statues, looking at each of them once more as he questioned which of their spirits would return and be his Tutor. The nervousness fled, replaced by sheer excitement. 

	This was it. 

	He’d finally have a chance to start his hero’s journey and follow in his father’s footsteps. 

	All the heroes were spectacular, and for the first time, he realized he would happily accept any of their tutelage. Although the curious part of him did hope to meet Wizard, mostly just to ask what had happened to him. But it wasn’t that important. 

	Still, his self-doubt nagged. He knew as well as any student of that dreaded fifth outcome, that once his Pixelvision unlocked he’d be granted not a Hero Interface, but a standard, Personal Interface. He shuddered.

	After a few minutes wrestling his lack of self-esteem, he gathered his courage. It was now or never. He performed one last check to make sure everything was in place. Light from the sky, check. Feet in the precise center of the circle...he side-shuffled a couple inches. Check. All four heroes facing him, check. Open mind, clear of thoughts. He tapped the side of his head, then shook it for good measure. Check. 

	Grey dropped to one knee, placed one hand on the ground, bowed his head, and recited the prayer. 

	“Gods, if you deem me worthy, grant me the power I need to fulfill the destiny you have coded for me.” As he spoke, a calm wind blew through the open archways. The light grew in luminosity. “I solemnly swear to use them only to better Bitworld. To protect the weak, to save the innocent. Open my eyes to the sight. Upgrade my mind.” The same thrumming he’d heard in the valley returned, but louder. The air charged with magic, and the hairs on his arms stood up. “I accept that you know my rightful Class, and vow to honor your decision.” The wind blew harder, whipping Grey’s hair. Dust swirled around him and the light was nearly tangible. Particles of magic sparked and ignited everywhere. He took a deep breath. “Whatever path you have chosen for me, I promise I will walk it, Leveling and progressing, to the best of my abilities. Amen.”

	The magic mixed with the air. Wind whipped around the boy, lifting him from his knees and off the ground. 

	He floated, back arched, and looked up to the sky where he saw a mass of Binary Code gathering like a supernova high above. The ones and zeroes had been populating during the prayer, building up. They focused into a cylindrical beam and shot down. 

	Grey screamed as the ancient language flooded into his eyes, mouth, and ears. Aside from the obvious sense of violation, he felt like his mind was a Rubik’s cube being messed with by an over-stimulated genius whose hands moved far too fast for comfort. 

	He saw only white. Tasted copper. Heard static. Smelled smoke. 

	Then, it was over. 

	He collapsed to the ground, weak and gasping. Two breaths in, one breath out, three staccato breaths in, one staggered breath out, drawn long. A chime rang out around him and when he lifted his head, a series of prompts appeared in front of him. 

	    

	
		
				Congratulations, Grey! You completed the Tutorial Prayer. The gods have heard you.

		

		
				You have been granted the ability, Pixelvision. 

		

		
				Your Status bars—Health, Stamina, Class specific energy source—will now be visible at all times. You can find them in the bottom right hand corner of your sight. 
Know this: due to recent events, Status bars will remain faded unless focused upon. Apparently, the constant illumination was causing technical difficulties. 

		

		
				The Status bar for your Class-specific energy source will become visible when you choose your Class.

		

		
				Your Interface is now available. Bring it into view by focusing on the icon in the upper left hand corner of your sight. Note: Until you select your Class, certain windows will be locked.

		

		
				The Statues before you hold the answers you seek. Approach them to discover your Class.

		

	

	 

	Grey felt a wash of emotions. He first focused on the Status bars at the bottom-left-hand corner of his vision. They immediately brightened, the luminescent, dijon-colored Stamina bar stacked above the crimson Health bar. Each of them was the base 50/50 that everyone began with, before choosing a Class. Under them, the whited-out Class specific energy bar. 

	“Wild,” Grey said to himself. The prompts hadn’t mentioned anything about the locks under the status bars. He assumed they had something to do with Skills. “Guess I’ll know soon enough.”

	As tempted as he was to open his Interface for the first time, it seemed useless to bother with it until he selected his Class. Once he had a Class, he’d have plenty of opportunity to mess with the various windows he already knew would be there. (Distracted, he failed to notice the tiny blinking envelope icon that hovered beside the faded Interface icon.) 

	Grey hurried impatiently over to the statues, then paused before Mara, the Ranger, who he’d only ran to because she was closest. 

	Something felt wrong. He knew no heroes would appear as his Tutor until he’d selected one of the Classes, but he could’ve sworn that something was supposed to happen before then. Was it the verbiage? Was it...

	He stood in front of the intimidatingly flawless Ranger, drawing a blank.

	He took a step closer.

	The unadorned square base of the statue was nearly as tall as him, and a gold plate was set on its face, the lettering faded. Thankfully, a prompt gave him a Read option. He thought ‘yes’, and a description filled his view.

	 

	
		
				✵ Ranger Class ✵

		

	

	 

	
		
				Description:
Known for their keen eye and heightened awareness, Rangers are masters in ranged combat. They are limited to light armor. For weapons, they are limited to one-handed melee weapons, but can use any ranged weapon. 
 
 

		
				Known Specializations (subject to change at will of gods during future patches): Unlockable at Level 20

	● Hunter: Tracking, inherent knowledge of the land, and adept at seeing in the night.

	● Empath: Intuit others’ emotions, project your own, charm your enemies happily to their death.

	● Geometrist: See the gridlines on which all is Coded. Imbue your attacks and fire with uncanny precision.

	● SporeShade: Nature is filled with living organisms, many of which you can communicate with, and command.

	● BeastFormer: Who would want to be one type of beast, when you could be all at once?



		

	
 

				Class Bonuses:
+12% Damage to Ranged Attacks
+10% to Base Dexterity
+5% to Base Intelligence
 
 
 

		
				Known Familiar Affinities (subject to change at will of gods during future patches):

	● Birds of prey

	● TreeBorns

	● Woodland creatures of nearly any type


 
Beware: Your Familiar must choose you. Should you try to attain a Familiar without their consent, we cannot be held liable for the consequences.

		

	
 

		

	

	 

	
		
				Do you wish to select the Ranger Class? 
Yes/No

		

	

	 

	Odd. The area where he could select the Ranger Class was greyed out. 

	He shrugged. He didn’t really want to be a Ranger anyway. He knew Damsel would end up a Ranger, and due to the Empathic attributes she’d shown from a young age, he figured she’d also have the Prodigy Inheritance, which would allow her to unlock the Specialization at Level one. He knew he’d be questing by her side, so it would be less than ideal if they had the same Class. 

	He moved on, stopping a few feet in front of Bron, the symbol of the Knight Class.

	 

	
		
				✵ Warrior ✵

		

	

	 

	
		
				Description:
Take up the sword! Warriors are everyone’s favorite hero and the most well-rounded of the Classes, except perhaps when it comes to Intelligence. They can wield any sword or shield and wear any armor.
 
 

		
				Known Specializations (subject to change at will of gods during future patches): Unlockable at Level 20

	● Barbarian: Nothing gets you off like the blood of your enemies, and charming their widows afterward.

	● Guardian: Defend your allies, wield two shields, increase your Strength.

	● Paladin: Call on the divine to unleash your indoctrinated judgement. Archaic, zealous, and often hypocritical.

	● Demon Trainer: Embrace your inner demons, let them power your fighting.

	● Terralogist: Hack into Bitworld to create terrain-based soldiers that will fight beside you


 

		

	
 

				Class Bonuses:
+15% Chance to block
+11% Physical Attack Damage
+20% to Base Strength
+10% to Base Constitution
+10% to Base Charisma
+5% to Base Dexterity
-10% to Base Intelligence 
 

		
				Known Familiar Affinities (subject to change at will of gods during future patches):

	● Dragons

	● Bears

	● Boars

	● Armadillos

	● Wolves

	● Gryphons


 
Beware: Your Familiar must choose you. Should you try to attain a Familiar without their consent, we cannot be held liable for the consequences.

		

	
 

		

	

	 

	
		
				Do you wish to select the Warrior Class?
Yes/No

		

	

	 

	Again, the option to select the Class wasn’t available. He clenched his jaw. Even though he’d never really seen himself as having the potential to wield a massive broadsword or wear heavy armor, it still sucked. His father had been a Warrior, and Bron was his favorite of the Heroes. He turned toward the statue of Slith, the smirking Rogue and paused. Thanks to that asshole, Crow, Grey wasn’t particularly fond of Rogues, but with only two Classes left he was getting desperate. 

	 

	
		
				✵ ROGUE ✵

		

	

	 

	
		
				Description:
These offensive masterminds can kill in any way they please, so long as they don’t get caught. They are able to wear light armor, and have an array of weapons at their disposal.
 
 

		
				Known Specializations (subject to change at will of gods during future patches): Unlockable at Level 20
 

	● Astral Shadow: Hack into Bitworld’s lighting and master concealment. Jump between realities and slip into the ether. 

	● Saboteur: Why get your hands dirty? The way of the future is machines, including murder.

	● Silver Tongue: A politician’s best friend, these oratory masters take powers of persuasion to a whole new level—their words can kill. More specifically, their words can make even the soundest mind commit suicide.

	● Gambler: Roll a die, pick a card, you’re all about asking lady luck to decide how powerful an attack will be.

	● Artist: Death is a dance. Murder is an art. Your enemy’s screams are music. You move like water; swift, fluid, and gracefully deadly.



		

	
 

				Class Bonuses:
+10% Critical Hit Chance
+10% Critical Hit Damage
+15% to Dexterity
+10% to Charisma
+5% to Intelligence
-5% to Constitution
 
 

		
				Known Familiar Affinities (subject to change at will of gods during future patches):

	● Bats 

	● Ravens

	● Arachnid

	● Serpents

	● Felines


 
Beware: Your Familiar must choose you. Should you try to attain a Familiar without their consent, we cannot be held liable for the consequences.

		

	
 

		

	

	 

	
		
				Do you wish to select the Rogue Class?
Yes/No

		

	

	 

	Again, he couldn’t choose the class.

	“I didn’t want to be a Rogue anyway,” he said to the statue’s toes. “You’re all just dishonest thieves who have to backstab because you can’t take a hit.” Insulting the inanimate Daemyn didn’t really make him feel any less dejected, but it did give him a (very) slight sense of superiority. 

	Grey tapped his foot anxiously, trying to assure himself this was okay. Most students only got offered one Class. He glanced over at the statue of the Wizard and told himself that he was freaking out for no reason. If he’d started with the Wizard, he’d have read the rest without a care in the world. 

	He looked the final Hero statue up and down. Specializing in only magic and staying out of melee sounded lame, and he didn’t love the whole pointy hat motif, but there was no doubt Wizards could be incredibly powerful. Besides, it was better than being an NHC. With that thought in mind, he focused on Read.

	 

	
		
				✵ WIZARD ✵

		

	

	 

	
		
				Description: 
What good is any world without a little magic? Cast spells, conjure allies, and so much more.  
 
 

		
				Known Specializations (subject to change at will of gods during future patches): Unlockable at Level 20

	● Illusionist: An enemy’s mind can be your greatest ally. You just have to break it first.

	● Astrologist: Let the stars guide your magic. Call upon the Houses and Calendar spirits for their powers. Let the Moon be your temptress.

	● Elemental: Earth, wind, water, fire. You are the storm.

	● PortalMage: Hack into Bitworld’s interdimensons to disappear and reappear. Trap foes in the Code and port allies to safety.

	● Summoner: Call on various entities to fight by your side.

	● Berserker Mage: You want it all. Cast spells, satiate blood lust, and feel your magic blades sever arteries. 



		

	
 

				Bonuses:
+30% Magic Resistance
+30% to Base Intelligence
-10% to Base Strength
-10% to Base Dexterity
-10% to Base Constitution
 
 
 

		
				Known Familiar Affinities (subject to change at will of gods during future patches):

	● Fairies

	● Spectral variety

	● Demon variety

	● Aurums


 
Beware: Your Familiar must choose you. Should you try to attain a Familiar without their consent, we cannot be held liable for the consequences.

		

	
 

		

	

	 

	
		
				Do you wish to select the Wizard Class?
Yes/No

		

	

	 

	Grey stood in front of the statue, shaking. His eyes found something remarkably interesting on the floor. A piece of debris. A drop of water tapped the ground, and he wondered if it was raining.

	He wiped his cheek. His shoulders felt heavy. His chest tight.

	Over the next several minutes, Grey threw a tantrum. He punched a wall. He broke a branch off and beat the statue bases with it. He moped, paced, cursed, and kicked at the ground. He fell to his rear on the ledge that overlooked the first floor of the cathedral and threw pieces of rubble at the array of statues below. That helped, a little. 

	He approached the feeblest of the statues on the second floor. There wasn’t any other option. He focused and read his prescribed destiny.

	 

	
		
				✵ Non-Hero Class ✵
Tier 5: Scribe

		

	

	 

	
		
				NHC Class Description:
The individuals of Bitworld who must worry about everyday problems, Non-Hero Classes do not specialize in combat, although, if needed, most Tiers of Non-Hero Classes can fight for themselves...typically amongst themselves, though.
 
(Tier 5): Scribe Description:
For your imagination, good grades, studiousness, and inquisitive mind, you have been granted the destiny of a Scribe. Who needs to do remarkable things when you can write about them from the comfort of your own 300-square-foot cottage? 
 
  

				Bonuses:
The Scribe is a Tier 5 Path. As such, you will still be allowed all your mental faculties. Your dialogue options are not limited and you are free to roam where you please. 

	● As an NHC, you can still Level, but receive an automatic 25% deduction to EXP.


 
Know this! Tier 5 Paths are for artists. 

	● Tiers 1-2 will not understand you. 

	● Tier 3 Paths will find you attractive, but won’t understand you.

	● Tier 4 Paths will spend their free time telling you that you shall amount to nothing.

	● Beware of Tier 6 Paths, as they are “responsible” and as such, see you as a nuisance. 

	● Tier 7 Paths, however, are good souls. They shall see you as honorable, and surrounding yourself with such noble individuals will help take you to the highest tier of NHCs.

	● Tier 8 Paths: Unlockable after achieving success in your NHC specialization.



		

	

	 

	
		
				Do you wish to select the Non-Hero Class, Scribe Specialization?
Yes/No

		

	

	 

	Grey didn’t select anything. There wasn’t anything to mull over, but he wanted to nonetheless. The gods had just slapped him with the backhand of destiny. He’d have plenty of time to wallow in self-hatred while writing books about people living cooler lives than his. Destiny would have to be patient. 

	He decided to have a staring contest with the NHC statue. His eyes had lost the will to do anything but burn. 

	Then, he noticed something. A blinking message icon beside his Interface icon. 

	When did that show up? 

	No one was there to tell him it’d been there for thirty minutes. Not that it would have mattered. Nobody checks their email unless they’re in dire need of validation. Grey focused on the blinking icon and a prompt appeared.

	 

	
		
				You have set your focus on the Social Icon. (Note: Different icons will come into view when there is a notification related to that Icon.) 
Do you wish to view these prompts?
Yes or No 

		

	

	

	When he selected “Yes” two notifications popped up.

	 

	
		
				Damsel has sent you a Friend Request. 
Go to your Social Window to accept or deny.
Damsel has sent you a personal message. 
These messages will become available if and when you accept her Friend Request.

		

	

	 

	The prompt had highlighted ‘Social Window’ and when Grey touched his finger to it, he got another educational prompt. 

	 

	
		
				Any highlighted words serve as a hyperlink. 
Focus on highlighted words to go directly to the prompted notification.

		

	

	 

	 The prompt faded and his Interface appeared in front of him. Filling the majority of his vision as a translucent screen, like a frosted glass door. At the top were seven different tabs that signified each respective page. The Social tab was highlighted light blue, and a history of social-related occurrences were listed below, as well as options.

	 

	
		
				Overview

				Stats

				Skills

				Inventory

				Quests

				Social

				Settings

		

	

	 

	
		
				Friend Requests🛈:

				You have one new friend request: Damsel has sent you a friend request. 
 

		
				Confirm

		

		
				Deny

		

	
 

		

		
				Direct Messages🛈:

				Eight new messages. View

		

		
				Group Chats🛈:

				N/A

		

		
				Party Members🛈:

				N/A

		

	

	 

	Grey noted the “information” icon, but didn’t bother bringing it up. Aside from the Party Members aspect, which seemed weird since he didn’t know the difference between a Friend and a Party Member, he already had a general idea of how the social functions worked. He’d have time to do a more thorough investigation later. He touched his finger to “Confirm” Damsel’s Friend Request and a prompt superimposed over his Interface.

	 

	You are now Friends with Damsel. 

	 

	No sooner than he’d finished confirming the friend request, a series of messages popped up in the (mostly) bottom-left corner of his vision, all highlighted in pink.

	 

	Damsel: Grey, the Academy is under attack! A lot of students have been killed. 

	I feel really bad for them. :( Can you imagine how terrible their parents will feel? 

	This is awful.

	Damsel: I’ve been kidnapped 

	Damsel: Don’t worry about me though—I’ll be fine

	Damsel: You should get out of here. Things are looking really bad, Grey. 

	I’m worried about everyone else I can feel their sadness. 

	Damsel: I heard one of the weirdos guarding me say something

	about using me as bait 

	Damsel: Please be careful I don’t want anything bad to happen to you

	Damsel: Oh! I almost forgot. Silly me

	Damsel: How did your Tutorial go? What Class did you get?

	 

	In a quick panic, Grey mentally projected “Send me your location” and his message populated under hers, but aligned on the right side of his vision. Not a second later, he received another message from her informing him that in order to share locations, they needed to be Party members.2 He instantly invited her to join, and received her acceptance.

	Gravely, he looked up to the statue of Bron, then to the sky. It was at that moment he became the first person in all of Bitworld history to raise a very rude hand gesture to the gods. “Screw your destiny. Damsel is my best friend and she needs my help!” He took a deep breath and spoke the necessary words. 

	“Exit Tutorial.” 

	In response, a prompt appeared.

	 

	
		
				Know this: If you leave the Tutorial now, you forfeit the Tier 5 NHC Class we have selected for you. As such, you will be without an identity. Do you really wish to leave the Tutorial?
Yes or No

		

	

	 

	“Yes! I need to save my friend.” 

	Another prompt appeared. This time framed in bright glaring red. 

	 

	
		
				Know this: as an NHC, you do not respawn. Should you wish to engage in activities meant for heroes and die, you will perish forever. Are you sure you wish to forfeit your life? You could be a great writer.
Yes or No

		

	

	 

	“I know NHCs don’t respawn,” Grey yelled, thinking it was a little weird that he was having a shouting match with what he’d always been taught was nothing more than an algorithmically generated response system. “And I don’t care! Exit Tutorial now! I have to save Damsel.”

	 

	
		
				...okay. If you insist. Please stand by. System processing...

		

	

	 

	Grey narrowed his eyes. 

	System processing? What’s going on? 

	In answer to his introspective question, he received another few prompts. They weren’t quite as strange as the previous ones, but they definitely weren’t what he would’ve considered normal.

	 

	
		
				For ignoring your own safety in order to save the ones you love, you have displayed foolish bravery. Foolish bravery happens to be the single most important character trait for all heroes.

		

		
				Congratulations! You have been granted the Class of Misnomer. Check your Overview Window in your Hero Interface for more details.

		

		
				Congratulations! You have unlocked a new Skill. For more information, visit the Skills Window in your Hero Interface.

		

		
				Upon gaining a new Class, you have been granted an introductory bonus—15 stat Points. You will gain an additional 4 points to distribute each time you reach the next Level. Check the Stat Window in your Hero Interface to allocate points. 
Know this! You have 24 hours to distribute your points or they will automatically be distributed for you.

		

		
				You have received a Special Item! Check your Inventory for more details.

		

	

	 

	FYI: Due to the Time Differentiation inside the Tutorial

	You can more thoroughly go over your changes here.

	 

	Do you still want to Exit the Tutorial?

	Yes or No

	 

	“No, I guess not. Give me a couple minutes please.”

	Grey scratched at his messy hair. None of it made any sense. He’d never heard of anyone receiving a Class for disobeying the gods. As far as he knew, refusing one’s Class meant lightning to the face. And he’d certainly never heard about a Misnomer Class. On top of that, the gods hadn’t just granted him a gift for disobeying them, they’d also granted him an item? It was almost as if they got sick of always being listened to and were rewarding him for defying them. Still, he knew he didn’t have time to dwell on all that. He had to save Damsel. 

	He pulled up his Hero Interface, skimmed over the usual stuff, and noticed the “More Information” icons. There were four of them. One beside his Misnomer Class, one beside the unfamiliar energy source, Khem. He was surprised to see that he was given an Inheritance, even if it was something he’d never heard of.

	 

	
		
				Overview

				Stats

				Skills

				Inventory

				Quests

				Social

				Settings

		

	

	 

	
		
				Grey: 
Race: Human
Class: Misnomer🛈
Level: 1
Health: 100/100
Khem: 60/60🛈
Stamina: 50/50🛈
EXP to next Level: 00/200
 
Inheritance🛈
--- Deus Ex Machina🛈
 

				 

		
				Class: Misnomer
Unknown . . . error

		

	
 

		
				Khem:
Newly discovered form of the Source🛈, Khem is the power that the Misnomer pulls from to use certain Source Based Skills. 
Maximum Khem is increased by improving your Strength and Khem Regeneration is governed by your Intelligence. 

		

	
 

		
				Stamina:
The energy currency for all individuals, used in nearly all physical activities, including certain Non-Source based Skills.

		

	
 

		
				Inheritance:
Dormant piece of Code. An Inheritance provides a passive effect for battle or daily life.

		

	
 
 

		

	

	 

	It didn’t take long to read over the descriptions. 

	“Misnomer, Unknown Error?” he groaned. “That’s all I get? So helpful.”

	Grey willed more information to appear by mentally selecting the info icon next to his Inheritance.

	 

	
		
				Deus Ex Machina:
To be looked after by the gods, when they feel like it. Know this! Gods are unreliable by nature, and often manage to disappear when you might (think you) need their aid most.

		

	

	 

	He brooded a moment longer about the lack of information, reminded himself it was best not to dwell on inconveniences, then dwelled on it for another second anyway. But he brought himself to the task at hand by remembering what his mother always said. 

	Focus on the positives.

	“Deux Ex Machina could come in handy, I guess. And maybe I’ll get some direction when I check out my base stats. The ‘Starting Out’ chapter in Heroism 101 does say the gods always give a little guidance. Besides, Damsel is relying on me. I have a better chance of saving her if I know everything I’m working with.”  

	He went over the rest of the prompts as fast as he could.

	 

	
		
				Overview

				Stats

				Skills

				Inventory

				Quests

				Social

				Settings

		

	

	 

	
		
				Strength (10): Strength is responsible for how much you can carry, as well as how much damage you take from physical attacks. For a Misnomer, Strength plays a role in base attack damage and Khem-based Skill damage, as well as maximum Khem.
Intelligence (10): Intelligence is responsible for how much damage you take from magic attacks. For a Misnomer, it also plays a role in Khem-based Skill damage, as well Khem regeneration.
Dexterity (10): As a Misnomer, Dexterity correlates to chance to counter, evasiveness, speed, and agility.
Constitution (10): Constitution is responsible for Stamina regeneration, as well as Max Health.
Charisma (10): Determines how likeable you are. Charisma plays a role in how others react to you. With each increase in Charisma, the cost of goods may decrease, and you may sell your own goods for more.

		

		
				You have 15 Stat Points available. Distribute them wisely.

		

	

	 

	Wisely? Grey scoffed. What a subjective term. Wisdom came from knowledge, and yet again they hadn’t exactly helped him out in that department. 

	“Awesome,” he grumbled. “No information about my Class, and tens across the Window. If I were a Warrior, they’d have given me a little extra Strength. Even Rogues start with higher Dexterity or Charisma.” 

	He slumped his shoulders in frustration, feeling a little like a summoned demon dog after a reprimand.  It was as if the gods had come down and said, “You ignored our selection for you and clearly don’t respect our opinion, so figure it out on your own.” And then granted him the beyond vague passive, Deus Ex Machina, as if to apologize. Gods will be gods.

	Oh well. 

	He thought over what he did know. If his Khem required both Strength and Intelligence, then he had to get those stats up. Then again, if Constitution improved his overall Health, Health regeneration, and Stamina regeneration, well...with an already paltry amount of both those stats, improving Constitution could be clutch. 

	I should check my Skills first.

	He toggled to the Skills portion of his Interface.

	 

	
		
				Skills:
Strike🛈
 

				 

		
				Strike:
Self Explanatory. As a primary attack, Strike consumes Stamina. Strike deals weapon damage to enemies.

		

	
 

		

	

	 

	I can hit things. I’ve never needed a Skill for that before... 

	He checked his new item in hopes that something good will have come from his trip to the Tutorial. 

	 

	
		
				Shield of the Misnomer
Forged by Binary Blessings of Zero, Shield of the Misnomer Levels with the hero it binds to. As you grow, so too does this magical item.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cannot be sold or traded - Bound to Source

				Level: 01
Defense: + 11
Durability: 21/21
(Shield of the Misnomer will repair itself slowly over time)
Rarity: Legendary
Quality: Superb
Properties
❖      +15% chance to block
❖      +3% chance to counter
❖      +4% resistance to elemental damage

 

		

	

	 

	Grey excitedly equipped the new item, but his letdown was palpable. For being a supposedly Legendary item, it sure didn’t look like the stuff of legend. It was nothing but a crude, circular wooden buckler. He also felt a little silly. A Shield, but no sword. An energy source he’d never heard of. And a Skill that allowed him to… strike. 

	Awesome. 

	He toggled over to his Social Window to see that Damsel had already shared her location with him. He made a note to try finding a weapon on his way to her, but between the Tutorial Chamber and the classroom she was being held in, the odds were pretty low.

	Before that, he had some points to distribute. He decided his best bet was to be fairly well-rounded, at least until he knew more about what stats a Misnomer should prioritize. All the studying he’d ever done was basically useless, considering Misnomer wasn’t a known Class. As far as he could tell, Charisma wouldn’t help him much. Dexterity is useful for every Class in some way or another, but for a Misnomer, it would only affect speed, evasiveness, and agility. Strength needed to be increased for sure, since it would improve his physical attack damage as well as defense, and even increase his maximum Khem... whatever that was. Constitution would have to be a priority, as it was tied to so many vital factors. Intelligence, like Strength seemed important to a Misnomer, so he couldn’t neglect that either. In the end, Grey distributed five points each into Strength, Constitution, and Intelligence.

	A surge of energy rushed through him. His muscles felt tighter. He was still scrawny, but he felt like he might’ve gained half a pound of lean muscle mass. The changes to his Constitution and Intelligence weren’t as noticeable, which made him curious.

	Grey checked over his prompts one last time to make sure he didn’t miss anything—he hadn’t—then took a deep breath. 

	“Exit Tutorial.”

	 

	
		
				Are you sure this time? 
Yes/No

		

	

	 

	Grey selected Yes.

	 

	
		
				But really, if you need more time, you just let us know, Princess.

		

	

	 

	Grey said, “Screw you guys.” 

	And that clarified things.



	




	[image: Image]

	 

	Grey woke with a gasp back in the Tutorial Chamber as a slab of stone fell from the ceiling and crashed beside him in the water. The concussive wave pushed his body to the side. Two smaller stones fell in succession around him. Grey submerged. His mouth opened and he swallowed water, then flailed instinctively toward the edge of the pool. The waves made crossing even the ten-foot distance difficult. He kicked frantically until his foot found purchase on the pool’s floor, then he pushed off and grabbed hold of the jacuzzi-like railing. He scrambled up the emerald tile stairs and out of the pool. 

	He looked up. The ceiling wasn’t caving in. Instead, it shook like the ceiling of a first-floor apartment where giants were hosting a dance off on the second.

	“What the hell?” Grey cursed. “Where’s Deavios?”

	As he stood, he noticed his Hero Interface (HI) for the first time since updating—Health and Stamina Bars, his Khem Pool, and the Hero Interface icon in the top right. He was still in his robes and didn’t have his shield equipped. He focused on the icon to bring up his Hero Interface and re-equipped his clothes, which were listed under Armor in his Inventory window. That still seemed stupid to Grey. 

	Who in their right mind would consider a sweatshirt a chest piece? 

	Some debris fell on his shoulder, and small computer programming font text appeared above his status bars.

	 

	Debris strikes you for 1 damage.

	 

	The damage was negligible—it barely even moved his Health bar. It was annoying more than anything, and he made a note to check his Settings later to see about turning off any notifications telling him about stubbed toes or hangnails. For now, he brushed off his shoulder and scanned his Inventory. The Shield of the Misnomer was listed under Weapons. As lame as he thought his supposedly epic “weapon” was, he equipped it with a sense of gratitude. He held it over his head to protect against the falling ceiling, and went in search of Deavios. He didn’t get far before a message popped up. 

	 

	Damsel: Hey Grey, you know those things we read about called Debuffs? I think they’re like effects that negatively impact a person in some way other than reducing their Health. Well, turns out there’s a Distress Debuff. I don’t know how it happened, no one cast a spell on me or anything. I was just sitting, telling one of my captors that his issue is that Chiron is in his 5th House when I heard one of the other students scream out in pain. Then, just like that, I received a prompt saying I’m Distressed. It lowered my Intelligence by 2 points, and reduced movement speed by 8%. Anyway, I hope you’ve found somewhere safe to hide 

	 

	The moment Grey finished reading, his breathing doubled in speed and his mind went into scatter mode. A prompt from the system populated under Damsel’s message, informing him that he’d received his own Debuff.

	 

	You’ve been afflicted by Anxiety. 

	While so afflicted, you lose 1 point of Intelligence, 4% to breathing capacity, and 11% to critical thinking skills. You do, however, receive +2 to movement speed. The symptoms of Anxiety last until you have addressed the cause. If left unaddressed...well...don’t let it go unaddressed.

	 

	Grey thought about that for a moment. He’d only read about these sorts of things. Debuffs were supposed to be consequences of spells, but could sometimes surface situationally depending on a myriad of circumstances. Emotions were the psychological OG of Buffs and Debuffs, according to Professor Flanning. Grey typed up a response to Damsel.

	 

	Grey: I’ll be there shortly. Don’t worry.

	Damsel: I’m not worried. I’m Distressed. There’s a difference, Grey. 

	Grey: Try not to be Distressed, I’ll be there shortly?

	Damsel: That’s why you asked for my location?!

	Damsel: I just thought you were being sweet. I told you not to rescue me!

	Grey: Ummm

	Damsel: My Distress Debuff just got worse. I think because you’re not listening to me. Why won’t you listen?!

	Grey: Because I have to save you. You’re my best friend.

	Damsel: No. It’s because I’m a girl and you think I need saving. 

	Damsel: We’ve talked about this. Toxic Masculinity and heroism aren’t the same thing. 

	 

	Grey shook his head. The last time they’d had that particular discussion, she’d ended up saying he didn’t think of her as an equal, then launched into social justice warrior mode with words like mansplaining, hepeating, benevolent sexism, and others he’d never understand. It annoyed him. Not because he refused to be more “woke” (her word). And not because she was a meninist feminazi—she wasn’t. She social justice warrior’d that group too. The whole concept of needing to think of her as his equal annoyed him because he didn’t know how to tell her he really didn’t think of her as an equal. She was clearly better than him. Not because she was a girl.  She beat him at literally everything they did.3 

	He chose not to respond. Instead, he thought back to everything his mother had taught him about how to deal with negative emotions. After ten power breaths, he acknowledged the existing Anxiety, chose not to beat himself up for it, said five things he was grateful for, and added some positive affirmations about how he could save Damsel. The Anxiety debuff went away, and he returned to the task of finding Deavios. 

	The search took little time. Grey just had to follow the sounds of magic, which grew louder the closer he got to the Chamber’s entrance. He climbed the rocky ascent and caught sight of his long-time Professor—and even longer-time mentor—casting a spell on the entrance. Grey ran toward the old rat and watched as the spell’s thick blue fog poured from the tip of the staff into the door, where it spread across the surface and solidified into a misty, viscous substance. For some reason—spell or otherwise—the ceiling wasn’t quaking around Deavios at all. The effect stretched out twenty feet from the wizard  in every direction. 

	He saw no reason to continue carrying the shield now that he didn’t have to worry about being hit by falling rocks, so he unequipped it and approached Deavios. 

	“What spells are those?” Grey asked, unable to stop himself. “You blocked off the door and stopped the ceiling from shaking over your head.”

	Deavios started toward a nearby flat stone and gestured for the student to follow. He sat, rested the staff on his lap and quaffed a bright blue potion. “It always amazes me how much can happen over the course of ten minutes,” he muttered, loading a pipe. He pointed at Grey with the stem. “Remember that, always.”

	“You ignored my question. I…” Grey frowned. “Wait, I was only gone ten minutes?”

	“Yes. To both your observation and your question. It was a protective spell with a laughably short duration. I’ve had to switch between two different spells consistently. Don’t forget that either. Sometimes it takes two, in sequence, not at the same time. And at other times, it takes four in sequence, or two at the same time, also in sequence.” He nodded to himself with profundity while smoke tangled around his hood. “Yes. That’s an important lesson.” 

	 Gray knew he wouldn’t receive any further answers, so he quelled his curiosity and broached the topic his logical mind had tried—but failed—to put at the top of the priority list from the beginning.

	“Damsel messaged me and said she’s been captured. Other people are suffering, too, and she has a Distress Debuff. She told me to escape, but I think we need to save her.”

	“Damsel is in Distress?” Deavios asked seriously, finally looking up from his pipe. “Not good. But she’s right. The school is under attack, Grey. I don’t cast spells on doors just for fun, you know.” He took another puff of his pipe. “Beside the point. Damsel, as I stated previously, is right. Smart girl, that one. Irritating. But smart. We need to get you out. The teachers have been posting on our Teacher Forum every couple…” He groaned. “There’s another one. My HI is blowing up, and last time I opted out of our group chat, the Headmaster threatened my tenure. Where was I? Yes. I know. The past. The distant, distant…”

	“You were talking about the school being under attack, actually.” 

	“Oh. Was I?” Deavios paused, scratching at his chin. Then he nodded sagely. “The school is under attack by evil forces. Some are mere henchmen. Others, it seems, are evil entities I’d thought I’d...I mean, that I thought had been defeated by heroes other than myself long ago. They will stop at nothing until they find what they seek. We need to get you out of here.” He unequipped his pipe, cracked his back, and stood. The staff fell to the ground. He glanced at it, then at Grey. So, Grey picked it up for him. Deavios thanked him and started to cast another spell, but a rock fell from the ceiling and hit his arm. “Cursit. My Environmental Hazard Protection For Sake of Story Convenience spell must have timed out.” He cast another spell, and the chamber stopped quaking. 

	That’s an odd name for a spell...

	Deavios returned to his previous spell. A spiral of energy the size of a dime appeared in front of his staff, which smoothly expanded to the size of a nickel.  

	Grey peered through the peephole into what looked like the Illustrious Forest. The circle expanded again. 

	“Hey!” he shouted as he reached out and tried squishing the circle between his hands. It didn’t work—his hands slipped through the portal and into the forest. Interestingly, he felt a nice, cool breeze on his palms, which contrasted with the muggy Chamber. Then, a pixie—the prettier, but malicious evil twins of fairies in Bitworld—flew down and stabbed his finger with a needle-sized great sword. Grey flicked the malicious pixie and snatched back his hand. “You can’t send me back there,” he said. “I need to help Damsel.” 

	Deavios argued with reasoning so sound that his sentences only sort of bordered on senile. This went on for a few minutes. But Grey was young, and Deavios was very, very old. There are only two types of old people—those who’d lived so long that if patience was a stat, it’d be over 9,000, and Wizards. 

	“Fine,” the Wizard grunted, his ears twitching. “But on one condition.”

	“What’s the condition?”  

	“Did you pass your Tutorial?”

	“You haven’t Inspected me yet?”  

	“No. That’s another lesson for you. It’s impolite to Inspect anyone without their consent. How would you like it if someone could see your shortcomings at will? People wear their masks for a reason, Grey.”

	“Oh. That is a good lesson.” He had an idea. If Deavios wouldn’t Inspect him without his permission, then he could totally bluff his way to a passing score. With a smirk, Grey equipped Shield of the Misnomer. “I sure did. Got my weapon and everything.”

	Deavios didn’t have to Inspect the item to call the bluff. He informed Grey that if he had passed the Tutorial, he would have received a beginner’s weapon. There was only one beginner weapon per Class in the Academy, and a shield was not one of them. Deavios finished his info dump and requested permission to Inspect the boy. Grey hmmphed and for no good reason, and agreed as long as he would be allowed to Inspect Deavios in return. 

	The Wizard shrugged. “That’s fair.”

	The two Inspected one another.

	 

	
		
				Deavios
Race: Rodentian
Class: Wizard
Profession: Professor
 
HP: ???
Mana: ???
Stamina: ???

				Level: ???
Strength: ???
Dexterity: ???
Intelligence: ???
Constitution: ???
Charisma: ???

		

	

	 

	Grey’s Inspection of Professor Deavios was entirely useless. As Grey was about to ask why, a prompt appeared, superimposed over the Wizard’s Inspection window.

	 

	You have failed to Inspect your target. 

	 

	Grey rolled his eyes. You don’t say... 

	He unfocused the Inspect and furrowed his brow at Deavios, who was already staring at the boy with a curiously raised brow of his own. They both spoke at once. Deavios, being more polite, gestured with a furry, long-fingered paw for Grey to go first.

	“It won’t let me Inspect you,” Grey said. “You cheated.”

	“I didn’t cheat. You said nothing about needing a specific amount of detail for the deal to work.” He smirked. “Another lesson for you. Communication. Choose your words more carefully. Especially when making a deal.”

	Grey groaned. He was about to push the matter when Deavios interrupted his thought process. 

	“Now,” Deavios said. “It seems I’m not the only one who’s cheated recently. Misnomer, huh? I’ve never seen that Class before. And I’m old enough to know pretty much anything worth knowing. Did anything strange happen during the Tutorial, Grey?”

	Whether due to shame or nervousness, Grey hesitated. Answering truthfully would be yet another thing to make him stand out, and he’d already worked so hard to do the opposite.4 Deavios put his hand on the boy’s shoulder and told him he wouldn’t judge, but it was imperative information. It would’ve sounded comforting if it weren’t for the strained tone in his voice. Even so, Grey knew that despite his mentor’s often secretive demeanor, he could be trusted by those he cared about. 

	With a brave breath, Grey explained everything that had happened during his update. He spoke as fast as possible, and expected the Anxiety Debuff to kick in again at any second.

	When finished, he met Deavios’s eyes, then immediately dropped his gaze to the floor. The Wizard, who could switch expressions faster than a politician switches their stance on social issues, shifted between intrigued, grave, nervous, and delighted. Then, his eyes drifted past Grey in a moment of seeming reminiscence.  

	“Deus Ex Machina. A special item. Initially selected as an NHC; Tier 5. Safe, but not unaware of life. Then being rewarded for defying the gods’ Class Selection Algorithm. And being spoken to by them directly. Interesting.” He had equipped his pipe again. “It’s even stranger than we thought.” He sculpted his next words carefully. “Grey, I knew you were stubborn. But defying the gods?” The Wizard smirked. “Reminds me of an old friend of mine. Well, he was kind of a friend. I believe the appropriate term would be ‘friendly rivals’.”

	“‘Frenemy’ is what kids call it.”

	“Kids and their trending words. Frenemy devalues the nature and benefits of friendly rivalry.”

	“I think that’s the point of trending words. Devalue a word so it’s more accessible for kids without the Intelligence to use the real word. They’re more like incoherent tweets than character speech.”

	“Then don’t use them. But this is beside the point. I don’t believe it’s wise for you to go charging in to save Damsel. There’s more at stake here than you could possibly know.”

	“But…”

	Deavios held up a finger. “If you’d defy the gods to save her, I’d be foolish to think you would listen to me in this matter.” His black eyes narrowed. “You have so many of his traits, it’s uncanny. Never mind that. No matter how far away I send you, you’d return for her, wouldn’t you?”

	“I’m not in love with her,” Grey defended. “But yeah. Probably.”

	Deavios chuckled. “Not at all. But she’s your best friend. So, am I right?” When Grey nodded his confirmation, the Wizard continued. “Then I guess we’ll need a plan. I can’t let you go in alone. You’d die so quickly, it’d be laughable.” 

	The boy had questions about death as well, but now that Deavios had come to terms with the rescue mission, Damsel had to come first. He brushed aside thoughts of dying and respawning. He didn’t even know if he could respawn, or if previously being an NHC transferred that aspect over to his new Class. Of course, the System hadn’t specified. 

	Deavios took little time to craft his plan, and not much longer to explain it. Grey listened, expecting more to come. When nothing did, he dropped his head and sheepishly chided his mentor. “I don’t mean to be rude, but that doesn't seem like a very good plan.”

	“Ah. That's how you know it's a good one.”

	“You don't make any sense sometimes.”

	“Which is how you know I'm onto something.”

	“But…”

	“It's like when you tried the four-move checkmate on me. I countered it and you lost three moves later.”

	“I'm not sure that…” He sighed. “Never mind.”

	“Exactly. Foolproof.” After a moment, Deavios seemed to reconsider. He took a contemplative puff of his pipe. “We still have one problem. You only have a shield, and that won’t do in a battle.”

	“I thought you said you wanted me to stay back,” Grey said begrudgingly.

	“Of course, I do. But we can’t expect our opponents to respect my wishes. That’s another lesson for you, Grey. You should write that one down. For now, we’ll need to get you a weapon.” 

	Grey explained that he had originally planned to stop by the Academy gym to pick up a training weapon, but Deavios laughed at the idea, informing the boy that PVC pipe and wooden swords would be no match for enemy weapons. A wry smile spread across his face and he flashed a fang. 

	“Not to worry,” Deavios said. “I had originally intended on saving my gift for you until you went on your first dungeon raid, but now is as good a time as any. Better, actually.” 

	He reached into his Satchel of Holding and produced a sword, far too long to realistically fit in the bag, and held it up high. The blade glistened faintly in the light from the Veil of Vitality. The iron blade was of decent length, and there was nothing spectacular about its appearance. It had a standard cross guard and leather wrapped hilt. Although the sword itself seemed unremarkable, a gleaming silver gem rested in the center of the thick pommel. Deavios ceremoniously handed the weapon over. Grey responded with equal reverence, and a prompt appeared.

	 

	
		
				Enchanted Runic Crude Iron Sword:
Once a typical boring iron sword, this blade has been enchanted to allow for a single rune slot.

				Attack Damage: 6-11 (Physical)
Durability: 30/30
Level Requirement: 1
Quality: Above Average
Rarity: Uncommon
Properties:
❖      1 Rune Slot (filled)
❖      +18 Intelligence
❖      +5-6 Damage (Physical)
❖      +5% EXP per kill

		

		
				Rune: Flawless Silver

		

	

	 

	Grey thanked Deavios, then marveled at the item. The moment he equipped it, he checked his stats, and whistled at the massive Intelligence boost. 

	That’ll be helpful at some point. 

	The additional +5% EXP excited him most. In his mind, he cursed the powers that be. 

	Screw you, gods. I’ll Level up as fast as everyone else at some point! 

	A question escaped Grey’s lips before he could rein it in. “Why a sword? Did you think I’d be a Knight?”

	Deavios pointed at Grey with his pipe, opened his mouth, then closed it with a scowl. “I had planned a good explanation earlier.” He studied his pipe. “It seems to have eluded me.”        

	The Wizard shook his head and casted another portal. It expanded, revealing a good hiding place—behind a long laboratory table in the Potion-Making classroom. When the portal was large enough, the mentor snuck through and the pupil followed.

	There were a few things Deavios had failed to mention. First, he’d forgotten to inform Grey that travelling through a hole in space-time is incredibly difficult, especially for a first-time traveler. It all has to do with Magical Mathematics so complex that the arcane algorithms would need a 5-dimensional whiteboard to hold the nearly infinite variables. 

	Since Grey didn’t know the intricacies of portal travel, he couldn’t have possibly solved the equation if he’d been given hours, let alone two seconds. Although the distance travelled was not great, he had jumped through the portal too fast, causing his momentum to multiply his  speed significantly.5 It’s no surprise that when he came out the other side, he was going very fast. He crashed into the table with so much force it exploded. 

	Covered in dust, Grey groaned. He’d lost 21 HP and also lost his weapons during the travel. The portal spit them out a second later. He almost thanked the orifice, but thought better of it. Considering his location in the room—enemies and an imprisoned Damsel to his left, and Deavios on his right—there were too many other things to be concerned about. 

	Deavios, who had no trouble waltzing through portals, was already on his feet. He had unequipped his staff and wore an expression of innocent senility on his face. 

	Damsel sat at what had been a teacher’s desk. He’d find out later that the previous teacher had been cut down to size and stored in the desk’s drawers next to an apple. Bound to her seat by a blue field, the elf was shuffling a deck of tarot cards. One guard sat opposite her, looking earnestly at the cards. The other eight, who had previously taken position in the old-school style desk-chairs, attempted to jump from their seats like mad men who’ve just realized an action hero has broken into their bistro. Due to their seats' physical attributes, they got stuck for a minute. They used various methods to dismember the desk-chairs, then jumped to their feet.

	Grey performed a quick Inspection on three of the guards. 

	 

	
		
				Captain of the Freelance Guards:
To reach Captain in the infamous Freelance Guards (better known as Altara Mercenaries), one must commit despicable acts. Captains are often heartless, but rarely highly intelligent.

				Level: 19
Health: 554/554
Profession: Captain
Disposition: Hostile
 
 

		

	

	 

	
		
				Just Some Guard:
He looks quite strong, but there seems to be little going on under his helmet.

				Level: 5
Health: 149/149
Profession: Hired Hand
Disposition: Hostile

		

	

	 

	
		
				Chuck, the Newest Recruit 
You get the sense he really doesn’t want to be here. He wanted to be a musician. Blame the parents for this one.

				Level: 2
Health: 89/89
Profession: Hired Hand
Disposition: Apathetic

		

		
				Debuff: Chronic Depression

		

	

	 

	The Captain made Grey’s heart sink and he made a note to stay the hell away from him. The nameless guard seemed pretty threatening, but the description hinted he could be tricked easily. Chuck did provide a little hope. His disposition and debuff in particular gave Grey the impression that he probably used up all his will to fight just getting out of bed that morning. 

	Damsel giggled, and told Chuck to pick five cards. With a gesture toward Grey, she addressed the guards. “See? This is what I was talking about. I told him not to come rescue me, but he did it anyway. This is the perfect example of…”

	“I was trying to be a good friend!” Grey protested, sneakily fumbling for his sword. 

	“And now you’re manterrupting, Grey.” 

	“But…”

	Chuck nodded at Damsel. “I totally see what you mean. Now, if you wouldn’t mind, you’ve already done everyone else’s reading. I really want to know what the cards say about my present. How much will this retrograde affect me? I’ve been feeling glum lately.” 

	The Captain of the Freelance Guards focused his attention on Grey and Deavios. “You guys came through that portal. I demand to know what you’re doing, and what made you think such activities would go unpunished. It is highly illegal to travel portals without the proper documentation.”

	Deavios sighed. “I promise you, I do have the proper papers. I was attempting to show young Grey here…”

	“Portal documents. Now.” The Captain snarled and extended his hand, palm up, then motioned for two guards to retrieve them. Deavios apologized and rummaged through his robes. Grey noticed for the first time that his mentor’s posture had changed entirely. Although short, Deavios typically stood quite straight. Currently, he had a hunched back and Grey could swear he looked more aged than usual. As the guard approached Deavios, Grey saw a message pop up over his status bars.

	 

	Deavios: Be ready to grab Damsel. Avoid the Captain.

	Grey: Good idea.

	 

	The guards passed by Grey with what might have been scowls, were their low-hanging M-shaped helmets not hiding their brows. When they got within three feet of Deavios, the wizard equipped his staff and immediately transformed the room into a scene of magical chaos. He slammed the base of the staff into the ground and a network of lightning spilt across the tile floor. The bolts sped outward, some reaching the first two guards and snaking up their bodies. They twitched and seized, as expected. The lightning sped under Grey’s feet (no damage dealt due to friendly fire for any hero under Level 10). The spell’s power seemed to decrease as it progressed. 

	“Iron Skin!” the Captain yelled, nullifying the lightning’s effect as his body took the appearance of black iron. The floor-bolts struck the other guards, but the effect was negligible. 

	The Captain charged at Grey with a massive hammer, held John Henry style, but before he’d taken two steps his body slowed to a speed so slow, even a snail would tease. Deavios buffed his claws on his robe.

	Grey hadn’t been sitting around, either. Sword and shield in hand, he somersaulted toward the room’s left wall, and hopped to his feet as four of the Level-eight guards stomped forward with their respective weapons: mace, flail, axe, and broadsword. Damsel continued her card reading—everyone has their priorities. 

	Deavios didn’t waste time after slowing the Captain. Two prompts appeared on Grey’s HI.

	 

	You are blessed by Deavios’ Buff, Might. 

	While Might is active, melee attacks do 40% less damage to the caster and nearby allies.

	 

	You are blessed by Deavios’ Buff, McCaffrey’s Haste. 

	While McCaffrey’s Haste is active, movement speed of the caster and nearby allies is increased by 35%.

	 

	And it didn’t hurt that he felt the overwhelming effects as well. Might made Grey feel like a brick outhouse, and although there were no visible changes, his less than developed muscles tightened. He half-expected to be slowed by the spell, but McCaffrey’s Haste more than adjusted for it. He felt like one of the Stonehounds he’d read about—lithe canines said to be three times faster than any human, yet composed of solid stone. 

	With his increased movement speed, Grey juked left, then spun right. The nearest guard stumbled forward and dropped his flail. The guard who’d been running right behind his comrade tripped. He hadn’t thought to redirect the sword he’d been holding. This was unfortunate for his comrade, because swords are pointy by nature. The second guard toppled onto the first, accidentally drove the tip of his sword through his comrade’s neck, got splashed with a fountain of over-animated blood, gagged, lost traction, and fell onto his back.  

	The other two guards gave Grey chase, but with his added speed, he avoided them with parkour-style running he’d have never previously thought possible. He jumped against the wall and tiptoe sprinted to a windowsill. A mace struck the wood behind his foot, sending up a shower of splinters. Another guard, who held his axe baseball bat style, appeared to Grey’s right. He swung, the axe flashing in a horizontal arc. On instinct, Grey simultaneously unequipped his sword and kicked off the windowsill. He moved his shield arm under his chest. His body corkscrewed and the axe passed under his feet. 

	Grey barrel rolled over his enemy’s back, then shoved off with his shield. The guard stumbled forward, and Grey landed behind his back. He re-equipped his sword, dropped low, and used the only Skill in his arsenal, Strike. He knew his primary Skill wouldn’t inflict any notable damage due to the 7-point gap between their Levels, so he slashed open the back of the guard’s kneecaps. Blood sprayed and the guard buckled to the floor. The guard’s Health dropped to 121/140 then, 119 from the bleeding DOT (damage-over-time) effect, and his neck was exposed. Grey stood, raising his sword for the execution. 

	Then, he paused. There were moral ramifications to consider. 

	He knew what had to be done, but morals were proving quite the obstacle. Technically, he figured the guard that’d been impaled was his fault, but since he hadn’t received any EXP from the death, he couldn’t be blamed. But what if he cut this man’s head off? He hesitated long enough to be saved from making the decision. 

	The guard with the mace had lagged behind, but now he swung his mace at Grey. 

	The young Misnomer was grateful for McCraffey’s Haste. Thanks to the increased movement speed and reaction time, he blocked the attack with his shield. Even so, the blow nearly destroyed the Shield of the Misnomer—taking its durability down to 05/21—and knocked him back several feet. Staggering, Grey smacked into one of the desk-chairs and promptly fell into its seat. The momentum caused the desk-chair to topple over. So, before he could get comfortable, he crashed to the floor, dropped his shield, and found himself stuck like a crab on its back. 

	The guard leapt, mace raised high. 

	Grey winced and did the only thing he could think of. Sword in both hands, he frantically stabbed upward, morals be damned. The guard fell heart-first onto the blade. Blood poured from the wound like a tipped teakettle, but Grey wasn’t particularly thirsty, so he sealed his lips tight. His legs were bent at the knee, so he couldn’t kick his wounded opponent with much power. Instead, he quickly straightened his legs, landing a double-foot kick into the guard’s nut sack. Morals be damned, again. The kick sent the guard further forward and since the two opponents were still connected by Grey’s sword, the movement helped Grey out of his previous stuckness. 

	Grey placed a foot on the chest of the heartbroken, sackbroken guard and dislodged the sword. His opponent death-rattled, seized, and died. 

	 

	You have received 221 EXP for killing Mercenary Guard.

	 

	When the prompt appeared, Grey felt a sharp pain in his head, like an acupuncturist had graphed out each square millimeter of his brain with pins. He bit back a scream as a bright light radiated from his mind. It engulfed him, a prompt appeared in the center of his HI.

	 

	Congratulations! You have reached Level 2.

	With each Level increase, your stats will be improved based on the actions you took to achieve the Level increase.

	 

	You have received 4 Stat Points to allocate at your discretion. 

	Allocate them within the next 24 hours or they will be allocated for you at random.

	 

	You have received 1 Skill Point! 

	 

	New Skills are now available.

	 

	As much as Grey wanted to rush to progress himself, the HI wouldn’t allow it while in combat. The head pain disappeared, as did the light, revealing the guard whose kneecaps Grey had previously slashed. He charged with his axe held in both hands across his torso. 

	Grey hadn’t noticed prior, but McCaffrey’s Haste had worn off. Equally unfortunate, he never had the time to grab his shield from the ground. 

	The guard swung his axe upward from right to left. Without the boosted movement speed and agility, Grey didn’t have time to dodge the attack, so he inverted his sword in both hands to counter the blow. As the weapons clashed, the axe struck with so much force it twisted Grey’s wrists, and although he tried to keep his grip on the hilt, the reverberation was too great. He grimaced as the sword left his grip. 

	The guard’s axe now tilted over his shoulder. He made a quick movement over the blade, and noxious green tendrils of smoke caressed the metal. He smirked viciously, revealing a terrible gap tooth, then swung. 

	Across the chaotic classroom, Deavios cast another Lethargy on the Captain. 

	As his own opponent lagged behind, Deavios had noticed his pupil’s disarmage. He changed from the lower level form of his Portals Skill—which had a dramatic yet comically slow cast and expansion time—and plucked a much deadlier Skill from his abundant Skill Tree, Dual Portal of Flame Ensnarement. A thin portal with a circumference of an office trampoline appeared beneath the feet of Grey’s would-be executioner. At the same time, another portal appeared on the ceiling. This one consisted of two layers, both with the circumference of a backyard trampoline. The higher layer was the portal. The lower layer was a network of flames.

	Grey’s opponent screamed as he fell through the floor portal mid-swing. When he popped out from the portal on the ceiling, he dropped onto the network of flames, like a falling trapeze artist who recently discovered someone had set fire to his safety net. The guard’s Charisma—at least the part that pertained to good looks—dropped as fast as his Health. 

	Deavios returned to the Captain, and seeing as how he’d already used a higher-level Skill than he’d planned, figured “oh well.” He cast Dual Portal of Flame on him as well. The effect was identical, except the poor bastard took longer to die. 

	The Captain had a moment to ponder his life, but all he came up with was a single decision: Having more Health when inevitable death awaits at the end of a torture session is some seriously cruel and unusual irony. 

	Meanwhile, Grey’s hands trembled from the trauma of having nearly been cleaved, and he stared vacantly at the burning corpse of the guard. 

	The Portal spell’s duration ended, and the net of flames sizzled out. What remained of the guard fell to the floor with a clink and a puff of ash. He clung to the ruined axe with fingers like hot dogs left too long on the grill. The body was a contorted husk of weeping crimson sores encased in charred armor. The M-shape of the helmet’s burnt brow guard had fused with the scorched face. 

	Grey almost gagged before a prompt pulled his attention from the gruesomeness. 

	 

	You have received 132 EXP. 

	 

	He figured the reason he’d received less EXP this time was because Deavios was the one who’d taken the kill, so the EXP had been allocated proportionally. 

	Even though the guard was clearly dead, Grey knelt and picked up his sword, then curiously prodded the corpse’s shoulder just to make sure it wouldn’t do something inconsiderate, like reanimate. It didn’t. Instead, it crumbled like a used-up piece of firewood.

	The word loot appeared over the corpse. Grey glanced over at Damsel, who was still deep in her card reading. He decided she’d not look kindly on another manterruption, so he focused on the loot. The item descriptions popped up in the center of his HI, but the only things he could use—thanks to Level requirements and weight—were some potions:6 

	 

	
		
				Minor Restoration Potion
Instantly restores up to 25% of maximum Health and Stamina. Amount restored based on potion quality.
 

				Quantity: 03
Quality: Below Average
Rarity: Common

		

	

	 

	
		
				Restoration Potion
Instantly restores up to 50% of maximum Health and Stamina. Amount restored based on potion quality
 

				Quantity: 02
Quality: Below Average
Rarity: Common

		

	

	 

	Grey stored the potions in his Inventory, and Deavios approached him from behind, saying how the battle went rather well.

	“Thanks to you,” Grey said, looking over his shoulder at his mentor with raised eyebrows. “What was that—”

	“No questions now. Be ready for anything, that’s a hall of fame lesson. Never forget that one. Grab your shield.”

	Grey did as ordered, and Deavios cast a spell on the boy’s sword and shield, bringing their Durability back to full. Another spell Grey would have to inquire about later. 

	They crept toward Damsel and the new recruit, Chuck, who’d taken off his pointy hat and sat with his head buried in his hands. With a nervous expression, she asked him if he was certain he was ready for the last card, to which he nodded. Grey and his mentor snuck up on the sad, baby-faced man, and Deavios started a silent chat.

	 

	Deavios: The best way to deal with this is to slit his throat. Quick and painless.

	Grey: But his head is down. That makes it hard doesn’t it?

	Deavios: Just grab him by his hair, pull, and slice. 

	Grey: I don’t think I can do that. It seems…

	Damsel: You have your chats set to public, Grey. Since I’m in your Party, I can see everything the two of you are saying. Don’t kill him. He’s nice.

	 

	Deavios and Grey exchanged sheepish expressions, and Grey weighed their options. He was about to disregard Damsel’s wishes when he felt a sharp pain in his heart, and caught sight of her eyes. Her irises burned pink. 

	 

	Deavios: Fine, fine. We’ll hold off.

	Damsel: Thank you :)

	Deavios: New lesson, Grey. Don’t upset Empaths.

	Grey: I could’ve taught you that.

	Damsel: :/ You’re disrupting our energy.

	 

	Damsel continued her reading, shifting her expression masterfully back to somber and concerned as she flipped through her Tarot book to find the definition for the final card. “Oh, Chuck,” she muttered. “Um, I read once that no cards are bad. It’s just perspective, okay?”

	“Just tell me. It can’t get much worse than my obstacle card was.”

	Grey could tell she was trying to put a positive spin on the outcome card nonetheless. 

	“So, this card is the Corruption of Hearts card. It, umm, means that you might have to face…” —she crinkled her nose side to side,—“face your inner demons. That’s it. But didn’t you say you hate what you’ve become anyway? This is good news. It looks like you’re already on the right path.”

	“Really?” he asked, raising his gaze to meet hers. “You think that’s all I need? I was thinking about going to a retreat actually. I’ve heard about this holy—” 

	Chuck’s sentence was cut short, replaced by an awful choking sound. He tried hacking something up and grabbed at his throat. The hack intensified. His jaw locked in an open position, and he craned his neck forward. Strained, the tendons looked like steel riggings. A discoloration, like the sheen of oil on water, spread up his neck and over his face. He convulsed and kicked at the ground, causing his chair to tip over. 

	Deavios reached for Grey protectively and pushed the boy back. Whatever binding spell Chuck had cast on Damsel was cancelled, and she jumped from her seat and ran around the table to help her captor. The moment she reached him, Deavios whipped his staff toward her and, using a spell Grey recognized as a Weak Gravitational Manipulation spell, pulled her towards them.

	Chuck lay there, seizing, his hands curled t-rex style. Black snot dripped down his nose and his tongue thrashed about. The black veins in his throat were streams overflowing after a flash flood. He spit up black and purple foam that smelled noxious, and ate away at the flesh of his chin.

	“Oh, my gods,” Damsel said. “It’s all my fault. I should have—”

	“Shut up,” Deavios interrupted, his attentive eyes racing across the room. The frame of the classroom door twisted. The grout between the tile floor stretched and curved, primarily around the previously slain guards. His eyes flicked toward his left, where clouds crashed against the windows with a sound like dumb birds who’ve forgotten the concept of glass. He shepherded the panicked students behind him. “Do not move until I tell you to.” 

	Then, all hell broke loose. The windows shattered. The door exploded inward. The grout spewed. What’d previously been clouds was now a fire composed of static shapes, spreading over the ceiling, floor, and walls like a gas fire. The corpses pixelated, and Chuck’s body followed suit. 

	A wretched cackle echoed, cut out, then repeated as a skipping record.

	The bodies rose and zombie-sprinted to the front of the classroom beside Chuck; with his Code corrupted, he was not so Chuck-like now. His face was a web of white veins ensnaring regular flesh, and his eyes were glossed over. Holding an ostentatious staff, the now white-robed figure glitched like images on an old TV screen—every physical feature pulled in different directions. 

	Grey gulped. Something felt strangely familiar about the figure standing before them. He Inspected his target, or attempted to. 

	 

	
		
				Chuck: Corrupted Enchanter
Corruption has many causes. When Corrupted by an outside individual, the host gains 50% of the Corrupter’s attributes—Levels, stats, and Skills. 

				 

		
				You have failed to Inspect your target. Targets 10+ Levels higher than you can not be Inspected. Level up to learn more.

		

	
 

		

	

	 

	Yeah, I’ll just Level up real quick. No problem. 

	He Inspected the other reanimated corpses, and was less disappointed. Unlike Chuck, they all had the same base stats, proving that in death, all were equal.

	 

	
		
				Reanimated Corpse
Corpses, as you might have guessed, will continue to respawn until their summoner has been dealt with.

				Level: 1
Health: 70/70
 

		

	

	 

	During the little time it’d taken Grey to Inspect his targets and try to come up with a plan of attack, Deavios had apparently devised a plan of his own. He launched into an admirably distracting dialogue with the Corrupted figure like they were long-time acquaintances. 

	Not long-time friends, but more the type of acquaintance one might’ve known from high school. That strangely popular asshole who for some reason, despite having been a bully, thinks that if they see a buddy in a grocery store they should strike up a conversation.7 

	“Ah,” Deavios said through gritted fangs. “Yes. Good times. I still remember, after you’d killed everyone in my village, you reanimated them so I’d have to fight the faces of my friends.” Through the chat function, he projected a message telling Grey and Damsel to be ready.

	“Oh! Yes. You should have seen your face!” The gaunt, 80% albino Corruption threw his head back, causing the pointy hat to nearly fall off, and cackled. “We had a good run, didn’t we?”

	“That we did,” Deavios said. “So, where have you been all these years? Last I saw, you were begging for mercy. You might recall, we scrambled your Code, moved each section into several encrypted Zip files and scattered them throughout Bitworld.”

	The Corrupted Chuck clenched his fists and one of his glossy eyes twitched. “I recall, Rat.”

	 

	Grey: Ummm. What’s going on, Deavios?

	Deavios: I’m buying us time. Out of Mana.

	Deavios: Ah, there we go. 

	 

	Wind-like energy burst from the mentor in all directions, forcing the two students back three feet. With the necessary space to perform his casts, Deavios moved with the speed of a kung-fu master and the grace of a veteran yogi. The Corruption and his reanimated corpses acted, but they weren’t fast enough.

	Deavios cast a domed force field around himself and the students, right as the Corruption unleashed an AOE (area of effect) attack Grey recognized from his studies—Decrepit Blades. Black swords materialized from the ceiling and crashed into the force field in series of twelve, dealing massive damage to it. The reanimated corpses charged it as well, striking the blue energy with their melee weapons, but for far less damage. When the third wave of swords struck down, taking off a sixth of the shield’s defense, Deavios snarled and turned to the students. He put one hand on Grey’s shoulder and pointed his staff to the side to begin another cast. 

	“This force field won’t last much longer.”

	“We can help,” Grey said, his determined face failing to mask the fact that his hands trembled. “We aren’t leaving you behind, Deavios.”

	Damsel smiled appreciatively. “I guess your need to help others is universal after all. It’s not ideal, but at least we’re all equally in need of saving in your eyes.” She giggled to herself. “Deavios will be fine, though. I can feel his confidence. He knows the gods won’t let him die. His death wouldn’t serve your character arc—he might need to help us later in our journey. Besides, everyone knows a character dying before development is a newbie plot device.”

	Everyone in the room stopped what they were doing and displayed various levels of ‘what the hells?’ For example, one of the reanimated corpses tried scratching his helmet, but his finger just crumbled like a cigarette being snubbed out.

	Damsel blushed. She occasionally felt things that occurred beyond the veil, and often forgot noone else had any idea what she was talking about. “What I mean,” she said nervously, “is that Deavios is confident in his abilities, and his primary concern is directed at what will happen if we stay behind. Forget everything else I just said. Please and thank you.”

	Everyone in the room nodded. Except the corpse who’d lost his finger; he stared at his stub in despair.

	Deavios finished the cast. “This portal will take you back to the Illustrious Forest,” he yelled over the sound of rushing wind, which blew in from the portal, whipping at his robes for dramatic effect. “Go! Find your mom, Grey. Tell her it’s him. She’ll know what to do.” 

	Grey tried to protest, but it was too late. Deavios used his Force Push on the students, a spell Grey had experienced firsthand on many occasions, and they flailed backwards toward the portal. The last things Grey saw as he fell into space-time was the force field shatter, the reanimated corpses charging in, and twelve blades shooting toward the wizard. But the last thing the boy heard was his mentor bursting into a sardonic fit of laughter. 
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	Just like his first trip through a portal, Grey found himself moving far too fast. He landed hard on a forested slope, hit a protruding root, bounced, and rolled down the hill. Once he came to a halt, he pushed himself to his elbows and shook his head. 

	Damsel approached a second later, extending a hand to help him up. They stood together for a moment, lost in thought, before Grey noticed her quivering. When he asked about it, she stared up the hill in the direction of the school and rubbed her hands up and down her arms.

	“I just hope everyone’s okay is all,” she said. 

	Grey followed her gaze, then turned his attention toward the path home. “We should find our parents.” 

	They ran until their Stamina dwindled, scrambling over the forest’s many obstacles. Grey wondered if his Stamina had always been so low, and he hadn’t noticed without the Pixlevision, or if it had decreased upon receiving Stats. Grey sat on a tree trunk waiting for his Stamina to replenish, and Damsel found a boulder to plop down on. 

	“I wonder what happened,” she mused, crossing one leg over another. “Oh, I haven’t had a chance to ask; how’d your Update go? What Class did you receive?”

	Grey groaned. “Sore subject. I don’t really wanna talk about it, if that’s okay with you.”

	“Oh. okay,” she conceded, pointing her index finger up and to her right. “I guess we should probably take this time to allocate everything.” Her eyes flicked across empty air as she analyzed her Hero Interface. “I haven’t had a chance to yet.”

	“Good idea.”

	He pulled up his Overview Window and noticed that his Stats, Skills, and Quest tabs—located above the main page—glowed a faint gold. He went over them from left to right. 

	 

	
		
				Overview

				Stats

				Skills

				Inventory

				Quests

				Social

				Settings

		

	

	 

	
		
				Strength (16): For your attempt at battling, you have received +1 Strength.
Intelligence (15): No changes to report.
Dexterity (12): For practicing evasion and agility to help your opponents slay themselves you have received +2 Dexterity. 
Constitution (15): No changes to report.
Charisma (12): For braving higher-Level opponents to save your friend, you have received +2 Charisma. Being heroic is attractive.
 

		
				You have 4 available Stat Points
Allocate your Stat Points in the next 24 hours or they will be allocated for you

		

	
You have 1 available Skill Point

		

	

	 

	Grey considered his options carefully. Based on what he’d learned so far, he knew that Stamina played a vital role in how effective he was in battle, as well as just everyday running. He thought about Intelligence for a moment and how it’d increase how quickly his Khem would regenerate. But, seeing as how he hadn’t needed to utilize Khem yet, he decided to put two points into each Strength and Constitution. The changes took place immediately. Unlike the previous allocation, this time he didn’t really notice any of the physical effects. He shrugged and moved onto Skills.

	 

	
		
				Overview

				Stats

				Skills

				Inventory

				Quests

				Social

				Settings

		

	

	 

	 

	
		
				Slash: A simple one. You can slash your opponents. 
Damage: 1.2x Weapon Damage
Cost: 5 Stamina

		

		
				 

		
				You have 1 new Skill available!

		

	
 

		
				You have 1 Unused Skill Point 
Allocate Skill Points to Unlock new Skills
Unlike Stat Points, Skill Points can be saved for later

		

	
 

		

	

	 

	Grey mentally clicked on the new Skill to acquire more information.

	 

	
		
				Shield Bash:
Using your Shield of the Misnomer’s might, strike the area or foe in front of you. Shield Bash will send a shockwave of force to impact enemies near you.
 
Cost to Unlock: 1 Skill Point

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Cost: 10 Khem
Effects: causes Knockback to enemies and deals 21-23 (Physical) damage to all enemies within a 5 foot radius.
 

		

	

	 

	Of course, Grey thought. 

	Shield Bash required 10 points of Khem. That’d only give him 6 uses before he’d run out. He cursed to himself, knowing he should’ve checked his new Skill before allocating his Stat Points. There was nothing to do about it now except be more careful in the future. He spent his Skill Point to unlock Shield Bash. Finally, he checked out his Quests.

	 

	
		
				Overview

				Stats

				Skills

				Inventory

				Quests

				Social

				Settings

		

	

	 

	
		
				Main Quests 

				Side Quests

		

		
				Hero’s Journey

	● Find your mother: Something terrible and mysterious attacked the Academy. According to Professor Deavios, you need to find your mother and tell her “it’s him”, whatever that means. 


 
Do you wish to make this your active Quest?
Yes or No

				N/A

		

	

	 

	Grey activated the Quest and his HI’s World Map replaced the Quest Window. It was a topographical map that showed the Academy and the Illustrious Forest, but only the areas that he’d visited upon receiving access to the World Map. The Quest Icon, a silver five-pointed star within a circle, glimmered over the blacked-out area. He swiped the HI away and glanced at Damsel, who still sat on the rock, ostensibly looking over hers. 

	Grey got up from his seat and approached her quietly so as not to interrupt her. Leaves crunched under his feet and she swept away the window she’d been busy with in response. Raising her eyes to meet his, she tilted her head in curiosity. 

	“Misnomer Class?” she mused. “And Deus Ex Machina.”

	He shrugged. I forgot. We’re grouped, she can see my stats. 

	“It’s not exactly the Prodigy Inheritance,” Grey teased.

	She blushed. The convenience of innate prodigiousness and how it granted her early access to a specialization was not lost on her, but it also didn’t quite surprise her. From an early age she’d excelled at nearly everything. Being half-human, she was born with tenacity, and being half-elf had made her a sought-after gem. Everyone knows a female elf is nearly irresistible to a human boy. Two things she’d leaned into, perhaps unconsciously. 

	Damsel inquired further about what had occurred during Grey’s Update, as well as what he’d been taught during the Tutorial. 

	Grey sighed. “I’ll tell you as we walk. Deal?”

	“Deal.” 

	They travelled through the Illustrious Forest, and Grey explained what had transpired during the tutorial. About being chosen as a Tier 5 Artist NHC. Seeing her message and ignoring the potential consequences (like death, nbd). She teased him for his heroism.

	He explained how his steadfast refusal to be just another NHC had altered his Class. He went over the special Item, Shield of the Misnomer, Deavios’s sword, and of course, how they had teleported into the room. 

	Regarding Deus Ex Machina, he scratched his head, which took his hair into its state of anime-esque wildness. “Your guess is as good as mine. I don’t know if they’re watching over me, but if they are, I doubt it’s to help. I mean, I receive a 25% decrease to EXP. My Stat-specific EXP doesn’t seem affected though, so I guess that’s good.” 

	They had walked about a mile and were within a quarter mile of the forest’s exit, when Damsel suddenly clasped her hand to her chest, collapsed to her knees, then fell backward and onto her butt. Slowly, she wrapped both arms around her shins and pulled herself into a ball. There, she tucked her head between her knees and panted while rocking back and forth. Grey dropped immediately after and scratched her back—by now in their friendship, he knew there was nothing else he could do to help. A negative status condition flickered beside her nameplate.

	As he sat beside her and waited until the attack passed, he couldn’t help but feel a ping of sorrow for his friend. The more powerful a Tier Specialization could be, the greater the overall backlash. And in a way, he didn’t think it was entirely fair that Damsel never even had a choice in the matter—she was destined to be an Empath, and everyone had always known it. 

	“I can feel that,” she muttered, shrugging his hand off. “I hate when you pity me. It’s one thing when someone else does it, but not you.” Gradually, she looked up. As she turned to look at Grey, she wiped her eyes. “Something terrible…” but she couldn’t finish the sentence and just shivered. “Let’s go.”

	Damsel did not wait for Grey to help her up, but faltered as she stood and he had to catch her. No words were exchanged about that—the elf in her was prideful. With her status condition still hindering her movements, she rested her arm on Grey’s shoulder and they approached the forest’s clearing in silence. 

	Neither had noticed the smell earlier, but the closer they got, it became impossible to ignore. It smelled like a world on fire.
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	              There were only a few things Grey remembered about his childhood before moving to Academy Town on his tenth birthday. Bits of holidays, a scraped knee, and his favorite, the memory of his father, who’d disappeared mysteriously some time before. The man had kind eyes, a beard, and hair just like Grey’s. Grey could recall a cottage built beside a rushing stream where the house’s water wheel turned. Near there, he could see himself standing within a circular clearing, surrounded by a golden prairie. He was holding a wooden sword, and a short distance away his statuesque father was laughing jovially and wielding a wooden sword of his own. It had been one of many melee lessons. That was what his mom had always said at least.

	              But, aside from that and a few other hazy recollections, Grey could recall little. It used to infuriate him, as well as his teachers; it’d only been two years prior that his Data Magics teacher had asked him to write out six of his favorite childhood memories, and despite how hard he tried, it was as if each time he’d grasp one, it’d glitch into nothing more than the ancient language of ones and zeroes. He learned that day to keep quiet and lie whenever asked. No one wanted to hear the truth anyway.

	That’s when the nightmares had really started, though. They’d always felt more real than any memory, especially the one that’d been returning with increasing frequency over the past few weeks.

	It was the same cottage by the stream, the same prairie, and the same clearing, and yet, it was as if someone had twisted his fondest image into something terrible and perverted. The stream’s clear water was purplish-brown, and it oozed rather than rushed. The connected waterwheel had rotted, and dripped with the slime. Fire spilled out from the cottage windows and the rest of the structure was wrapped in a miasmic film. The tall grass in the prairie looked like grey, burnt matchsticks. And in the middle of it all, Grey stood in the clearing, clinging to that same wooden sword. But the man across from him wasn’t his father. It was a gnarled tree of a man, cloaked in white and wielding a staff with two skulls at its top. Every time Grey had the dream, the cloaked figure was laughing, and it always ended the same way. 

	With everything going up in flames.

	Grey clenched his eyes tight and balled his fists. As bad as the nightmares had been, as realistic as they’d felt, the scene before him was worse. There was nothing to wake him up, only the burning houses around them as the two young adventurers entered the decimated village.

	Damsel coughed into her hand, and she stared at a mixture of sooty mucus in her palm. She wiped it off on her loose dress, which was now covered in speckles of ash. Standing side by side, she nestled the fingers of her clean hand into his, and squeezed. He glanced at her, wondering if he’d have to pick her up again—she could only withstand so much despair.

	They trudged across the cobblestones, past a young couple who were frantically casting low-level rain spells to put out the flames that consumed their home. Grey knew it was taking everything just for Damsel to stand.

	“I can feel you doing that,” she pouted, wiping her cheek with the back of her hand. “Don’t pity me.”

	They trekked on toward neighboring homes, but the town was in utter chaos. Townspeople rushed in all directions to help each other. Plumes of smoke billowed from doorways. Windows exploded outward, raining shards of glass. In the center of town, they came upon a massive crowd which had gathered around the small town square.

	Shock had sent a paralyzing surge up Grey’s spine. Gasps and tears swelled in the onlookers as Grey and Damsel nudged their way past them. Both said nothing. 

	A plea looped in his head. Please don’t be mom. 

	The crowd had left space for the three individuals who were in the middle of the circle. Damsel pulled Grey behind her, still holding onto his hand. When she reached the front line of the crowd, the grip around Grey’s hand pulsed into a fearsome clamp. 

	“Damsel,” Grey said, still unable to see. “Damsel, what is it?”

	Grey maneuvered for a better view, and as he reached the middle of the circle, he witnessed the spectacle everyone had gathered around for. He felt a wave of relief, quickly inundated by a tsunami of guilt. It wasn’t his mother, or Damsel’s parents.

	But it was someone’s parents. 

	Crow’s. 

	Crow knelt by his parents, wearing the wounds of a battle it appeared he barely walked away from. His black leather jacket had lost most of its durability—ripped in several places, its sleeves torn off. 

	His mother laid on the cobblestones before him. Blood poured from the stump of a severed arm and pooled between the cracks of the cobblestone. Periwinkle smoke rose from several scorched spots on her chest like a miniature field of geysers. The father, although still alive, didn’t look much better. 

	Crow cradled the man’s head in his hands. His father choked out a sentence only loud enough for his son to hear. Crow’s eyes widened, then he jerked his head and glared directly at Grey. Shocked, Grey tried to retreat back into the crowd, but the villagers were packed too tightly for him to make any headway.

	With a strained voice, Crow asked his father, “What about him?”

	Trembling, the man placed one hand under his body to prop himself up, and coughed into his other elbow. Viscous blood smattered the sleeve of his black tunic, but he paid it no mind and pointed at Grey with a trembling index finger. “You three…” he said before coughing again. “Together...it’s up to you.” 

	Grey felt like he’d become the last man standing in a fatal dodgeball game as he watched the villagers aim their gaze at him. He staggered back, trying to disappear into the people behind him. Damsel had barely noticed, though. Her arm wrapped around him for support, and she had already pressed her head into his shoulder. 

	Crow swept his gaze from Grey to his dad. “Father,” he said. “Forget them. I will avenge you. The Wizard and his Dragon are--”

	“No.” Crow’s father used the last of his strength, pulling himself closer to his son, “Not without them.” Then, he clasped Crow by the nape of his neck and brought their foreheads together. Closing his eyes to share a final moment with his son, he whispered his final words into the young Rogue’s ears. 

	After, Crow turned once more to Grey. The deep black wells of his roguish gaze pierced through the young hero’s low-level Charisma. This time, Grey didn’t stagger. He dove back into the crowd, until practically crawling hand and foot out of there, like a child searching for something on the ground in the middle of an Enya concert. He didn’t see the middle-aged man die, but he could hear Crow’s pleas to the dead body cradled in his arms.

	“Grey!” Damsel yelled as she dove in after her friend.

	The two popped out on the other side of the crowd, and scuffled away like they were walking from a murder scene. Then, Damsel swayed once, and collapsed. Grey caught her just before she fell on her face. She stared at the ground and shook her head, causing speckles of ash to trickle off her somehow still shimmering hair. 

	“This is crazy,” she said. “There’s too much to feel. It’s overwhelming.”

	Grey couldn’t respond. His mind flashed to his own mother, and the last time he’d seen her. He scavenged the burning town with his eyes, hoping to pick her out, but all he saw were various villagers in disarray. A burly blacksmith hurling a hefty rafter that’d caved in on his forge. A small, horned dog by his side, barking. A Dwarven merchant crying into his husband’s chest as their shop lay in ruins. Others scrambled around with buckets of water. 

	And ash. So much ash. 

	A townswoman ran toward them, waving a handkerchief.

	“Hey!” she yelled, hacking into the cloth. “You two. They be taken, darlings. I’m sorry.” 

	“What is it?” Grey asked. 

	“They be taken, darlings. I’m sorry.”

	Damsel gasped. “Oh gods. Our parents.”

	Grey took off in a terrified sprint toward his home, weaving around the desperate crowds. He leapt over the rubble, and even one or two dead bodies. Damsel followed and, before long, they reached his house. 

	The structure was destroyed. Grey barely recognized the house, despite growing up in it. The first floor was largely intact, but the second floor and roof had collapsed into it. Grey ran through the gap where the door had been. Thick ash and soot hung, clogging the air and he struggled to breathe.

	“Mom!” he yelled, spinning around in the living room. “Mom!” He scoured the place, to little avail. On the credenza lay several sheets of roofing, and there he found a framed family picture, the glass shattered. He picked it up and stared. The world spun. Damsel came to his side and helped support him as he fell forward against the furniture, and dropped his head.

	The townswoman ran toward them with her skirts lifted. She stopped at the door, which was cracked in the middle and sandwiched between a desk and ceiling panels, then panted. “They be taken, darlings. I’m sorry.”

	Grey slowly turned his head to her as Damsel rubbed his back. “Where?” he asked. “Please.”

	“Hey. You two. They be taken, darlings. I’m so…”

	“Where were they taken?” Grey persisted, getting more than a little irritated.

	“Grey, stop. She’s just...” Damsel started.

	“She’s just a townswoman.” Crow finished, as he appeared in the front room of the burned house, smoking a cigarette. “She has a limited script.”

	Grey didn’t bother wondering how Crow had arrived seemingly unnoticed. He was used to it by now. Instead, he Inspected the woman.

	 

	
		
				Karen Hopsin
Class: NHC
Tier 01: Townspeople
 
 
The lowest Tier, townspeople are limited to a maximum of five sentences. Their sole purpose in life is to convey information, but typically not very much. They are not good company, although they do seem to get along amongst themselves and are often pleasant individuals, rarely stressed by their existence—it is difficult to feel the weight of life when you aren’t equipped to question existence.
 

				Health: 50/50
Stamina: 14/30
Skills: Pacing; Panicking; Knitting
Stats: N/A

		

	

	       

	“Fantastic,” Grey said, feeling a sudden urge to shake the hell out of stupid out of the woman. 

	Damsel asked him to calm down and Crow repeated her request in a mocking tone. She scowled at the Rogue, but he merely shrugged in response. 

	“Look Grey. Your mom was taken by a dragon. My parents and I tried to stop it, but. . .” his words trailed off. “Well, you saw how that all turned out.”

	Grey stared hard at his rival. He wanted to take his anger out on Mister tall, dark, and broody, but he knew it wasn’t the Rogue he was upset with. It was himself.

	He stared at his feet. “Thank you,” he mumbled. “Um. Sorry about your parents.” 

	“Whatever,” Crow said. He tossed his black hair to the side and stared off into the distance. “Life is meaningless anyway. Death is the one true mystery. They’re probably better off. They lost their powers to respawn years ago when they gave me life—selfish—and knew what could happen if they fought a dragon. Don’t feel bad for them and don’t you dare feel bad for me. In fact, don’t feel anything. It’s the only way to make it through this bleak world.”

	“You’re taking this surprisingly well,” Damsel said. “You sure you’re okay?”

	“A little jealous of them, but yeah. I’m always okay.” This was a lie. Crow felt like crawling into a ball, hiding out for weeks while listening to bands like Radiohead and Bright Eyes8, and cutting his wrists until he ran out of respawns. But he knew that, since his energy source was Angst, he needed to simultaneously repress his emotions and cling to them if he had any hope of fulfilling his beloved father’s last request. He stomped out his cigarette. “Just so long as I can get my revenge.”  

	In an instant, Damsel’s expression changed, and Grey could guess why. She had parents, too. 

	She asked Crow if he knew where they were, but he didn’t. Then she asked the townswoman, which yielded obvious results. Damsel scowled, feeling overwhelmed with emotion, and put her hands on the townswoman’s shoulders. 

	“You said ‘they’. That’s a plural pronoun. Who did you mean by they?”

	Surprisingly, the townswoman had an actual response. It wasn’t an overly helpful one, but it was different. “‘They’ can be used for singular, if done to signify gender neutrality, darling. Who am I to know if Grey’s mother be a woman or man? ‘They’ be more fittin’ donchaknow.”

	Damsel looked like she wanted to slug the woman. She backed up, glared at the moronic lady a bit longer then massaged the points of her ears.9 She scanned the village slowly, then clapped.

	“My parents are okay!” she said. “An image from them just showed up in my Social. They apparently decided to go meet with a shaman to drink some tea, because their marriage is struggling. Anyway, they’re fine. They said to tell you hi, Grey. Oh, and that I’m a grown up now and to experience lots of adventures. To which my dad added that he wished he would have listened to his gut and explored the world himself instead of marrying my mother at such an early Level.” She giggled. “They’re so cute; always joking around like that. As an elvish princess, she’s a lot older than him. And because he’s a human—you guys have a really strange elf fetish—he fell for her before he even reached Level 13.” 

	Grey, Crow, and even the townswoman exchanged blank looks. It wasn’t a new expression for the townswoman, but it definitely signified befuddlement for the two young men. It was as though she was doing that thing where she teased the way of life on other worlds again, a joke only she was in on. 

	“Okay…” Crow muttered. “Now that we’ve got your excuse for leaving everything behind…” Massaging his temple with his thumb and forefinger, he cursed the Gods under his breath and followed it up with; “Grey, your mom was taken to the Misty Mountain.”

	“Hey. You two. They be taken, darlings. I’m sorry.”

	The three heroes turned to the women. As vacuous as she was, even she could see that the looks that crossed their faces suggested that her presence was so welcome it might end in an embrace warm enough to suffocate her out of existence. Picking up her skirts again, she scuttled toward the center of town where she found her previous path. Pace three feet one way, turn, then three feet the other way. 

	“Fracking townspeople,” Crow murmured, staring after her. 

	Grey no longer paid the woman any attention. A prompt had appeared in the center of his HI, informing him of a Quest update. He clicked on it.

	 

	
		
				Quest Update: Hero’s Journey 
Deavios told you to find your mother, but a dragon has kidnapped her. Crow believes she has been taken to the Misty Mountain. 
 
Reward for success: Unknown. Perhaps seeing your mother again, but it’s hard to say. Accepting this Quest is guaranteed to progress the Main Quest: Hero’s Journey.
Penalty for failure: Unknown—but all signs point to ‘probably something terrible.’

		

		
				Do you wish to accept this Quest?
Yes or No

		

	

	 

	Grey selected ‘yes’ and the screen offered another question: “Would you like to toggle this as your Active Quest?” He again selected yes, and his Interface automatically switched over to his Town Map. It showed his current location in real time, and tiles for each building as well, with a ‘burning’ icon beside each. Even so, it provided little help as far as directions went. On the top right corner, he saw a globe icon. When he focused on it, the words “World Map” popped up. He selected it and the map zoomed out, shrinking Academy Town to an icon, overlaid with an icon denoting it as his current location. The only visible areas were the Academy and the Illustrious Forest. Everything outside the paths he’d traveled that day were black. 

	I’ve been more places than that... 

	As if responding to his thoughts, another prompt informed him he had a new report to read. He clicked on it without thinking, but a quick scroll on the file’s sidebar showed its incredible length, so he skimmed until he found the pertinent information. “A Hero’s Map does not take into account terrain travelled prior to being granted a Hero Class.”

	Of course, he thought, clicking a small X on the left corner of the file to exit. 

	Using his thumb and forefinger, Grey dragged the Map around in search of the Active Quest Marker until he finally found the silver symbol. When he pointed at it, the word ‘Destination’ came into view. He pinched the map with his thumb and index until his Current Location and the Destination could be seen on the same screen. A scale in the corner provided an estimation of distance.

	Grey scratched his head. “If we leave now, we could reach the Misty Mountain by next week, barring any obstacles.” He was working on a way to speed up the journey when a portal popped into existence behind Crow.

	“Yeah,” the Rogue said, gesturing to the shimmering passage. “Or we could just Fast Travel.”

	“You’ve already been there?” Damsel asked. “That’s great! Grey, isn’t that great?”

	Grey sighed, looked at his Map and all the unexplored territory. All those opportunities for adventure, potential side quests, EXP farming. He knew doing it Crow’s way was for the best; they were on a time crunch after all. At least they were if Grey had any hope of finding his mother alive. But still…

	“I don’t know, maybe we should go by foot. Get a better lay of the land.”

	Crow’s visible eye twitched. “It’s over one hundred miles.” He gritted his teeth. “But hey, if you want to visit fifteen farms, get asked to go deal with some wolves that are hurting horses, fix a guy’s relationship with his cheating wife, take a dead ghost’s note to a distant relative who lives in a town in the opposite direction, and oh, spend the entire time trying to hide from every goddamn cloud that hovers overhead, then sure, let’s. Definitely”—finger quotes—“get a better lay of the land.”

	Grey thought about that. None of those side quests sounded particularly enjoyable, and although he was an avowed completionist, he knew there was far too much at stake to enjoy the trivialities of an open-world adventure right now. Besides, there’d always be time for a side-quest montage later. 

	“Well,” he said, “When you put it that way…”

	“I don’t know,” Damsel protested. “Maybe we should help those people out. Think about the horses. Oh, that poor man’s heart. And I’ve always had a soft spot for ghosts.” She crinkled her nose then clapped with glee. “But I’ve never Fast Travelled before. Yay!”

	“Are you always this peppy?” Crow asked. Damsel kept clapping, and so he turned to Grey. “She can’t always be this peppy...right?”

	Giddily, Damsel stood on tiptoes and peeked into the Fast Travel passage with her hands cupped around her face. 

	Grey shrugged. “You get used to it?”

	“Doubt it,” Crow groaned. “I’m going to need more cigarettes.” 

	He gestured for Damsel to enter before him. She curtsied and jumped toward the entry, only to find herself on the opposite side of the doorway, having Fast Travelled all of a foot and a half. She peeked around the portal and sulked. Grey scratched his head

	“You can’t Fast Travel with someone unless you’re in a Party together,” he said. “I know I’m going to regret this, but…”

	 

	Crow has invited you to his party. Do you wish to join his party?

	Yes or No

	 

	To that, Grey shook his head and folded his arms. 

	Crow was going to regret this? Pfft. No way. 

	He selected no, then countered with an invite of his own. Damsel rolled her eyes. Crow facepalmed and muttered, “Seriously?” to which Grey nodded. Having the Rogue in his party was one thing, but it was still his party. He refused to let it be the other way around. 

	“Whatever,” Crow said. “There, now I’m in your party. Can we go now?”



	




	[image: Image]

	 

	The new location loaded, and the party stood at the entrance of a small, but bustling town. A prompt appeared in Grey’s vision which specified the place’s name; Misty Village🛈. Instinctively, he pointed to the information icon and a brief report informed him the village was a waypoint for vagabonds and heroes to stop and restock between various quests that could be found along the several trails that led into the massive Misty Mountain. 

	Grey closed the report and panned around their current location, a single main street with scattered alleyways. Small buildings lined each side of the street with shop stands erected in front of many of them. A group of gothic Ranger girls walking into a weapons shop caught Crow’s eye and Grey took advantage of his distraction to sneak an Inspect on the Rogue. He only gleaned a small amount of information, namely the fact that Crow was already Level 4 and his Dexterity was through the roof at 31, before he was caught in the act.

	“Are you Inspecting me right now?” Crow asked, wiping condensation from his face.

	“Ummm…” Grey stammered. “maybe?”

	Damsel was wandering around with her eyes glimmering as they took in all the new sights and smells and, even more interesting, feelings. “This doesn’t feel like the Misty Mountain,” she said. “Where are we?”

	A particularly loud ‘negotiation’ caught Grey’s attention. A squirrelly gnome jumped atop the counter of her fruit stand, yelling something about apples and thieves, while a tanky bear-druid stood opposite her, chomping down on an apple with an amused expression on his broad face. Even on the counter, the gnome still didn’t reach higher than the druid’s furry chest, which she jabbed with a finger. 

	By Grey’s side, Crow was showing Damsel where to find public restrooms on his Town Map. They seemed to be arguing over orientations—a point made stronger when Damsel did a quarter turn and looked over her shoulder and asked which way her icon was facing now. 

	Wait… We can share our interfaces with others? I’ll have to check that out later.

	The young hero felt like that debate could take forever, so he walked toward the gnome and the druid, whose negotiation was evolving into a much more interesting argument. Weaving through the crowd, Grey wondered why none of these onlookers seemed worried about the old produce lady’s well-being. If it came down to a fight, it certainly wouldn’t be much of one. 

	“Stupid gnome,” the bear-druid chuckled in his low voice. “Get me your manager.”

	“You are a buffoon, Ber-dru!” The gnome stamped her foot on the counter. “I’m the manager, the driver, the cashier, and the owner!”

	“Then you should know the customer is always right,” Mr. Ber-dru said.

	The gnome’s response was emphasized by a single finger jab accompanying each word. She said, “Not when the customer is a big stinking oaf.”

	Grey reached the two of them just as code hit the fan. Mr. Ber-dru snarled that he wasn’t an oaf or particularly smelly, swung his paw in a wild haymaker, and then found himself the victim of friendly customer service. 

	All the fruit hovered around him like an angry swarm ready to take revenge on the thief who’d insulted their queen. Two bananas dove suggestively into his open mouth, four oranges smacked his head, a watermelon crashed and splattered on his back, a vine of grapes slapped his face. And then there were the cherries, which rapid-fired at his groin like they were shot from a gatling gun.

	Humiliated and in pain, Mr. Ber-dru ran away screaming. 

	The fruits returned to their places, as the gnome sat down on her counter and cackled while slapping her thighs. She turned to Grey with an innocent expression, and asked, “Yes?”

	“Um…” Grey stammered. “Aren’t you an NHC? How’d you do that?”

	“What? Ohhhh. You mean my produce AOE attack? Simple, really. When a merchant sets up shop, that shop has a base level. The higher a shop’s level, the more it can accomplish. I have been running this shop for longer than you can even imagine. My shop has a special defensive ability—Produce Swarm.”

	“Oh,” Grey said, scratching his head. “I didn’t know that.” 

	Her lip curled crookedly up her face until it reached her wart. “Allow me to introduce myself,” she said. “I’m Grettle, the Traveling Produce Gnome! I tend to wind up in towns wherever main characters go, not sure how, but that’s destiny I suppose. Now, do you want a piece of fruit?”

	Grey gulped. He didn’t think he could trust her fruit after what he’d just witnessed. 

	“Once a fruit is sold, I have no power over it, deary. Here, I’ll give you one. On the house.”

	An apple flew off the cart and into Grey’s hand. It glowed gold and felt hard to the touch. The old lady advised him against taking a bite, and told him it was a special combat apple. While she explained how to use it, he Inspected the item.

	 

	
		
				Grettle’s Golden Apple
An apple a day keeps hordes at bay.  
 
 

				Quantity: 01
Effects: Unknown
 
 

		

	

	 

	“Wait,” Grey said, “So I just throw?”

	Grettle nodded with a devilish grin, then said she had to be going. He tried asking her another question about exactly what it was the apple did when thrown, but she’d apparently decided nothing else needed to be explained. She shooed him away and walked around her fruit stand, drawing a ward in the muddy ground. When it was complete, Grey recognized the strange shape that he’d seen several times already since receiving his HI—a circle, within a square, within a triangle, within a larger circle. 

	He tried asking her about that too, but the gift of old age is that senility exempts many elders from manners. Chanting something under her breath, she hopped onto the fruit stand’s counter. Grey watched curiously as luminescent magic shot up from the symbol on the ground. In a way that would remind anyone of moving castles fueled by a wizard’s heart, the fruit stand transformed into a carriage, except the wheels were legs. Cackling, she wished him good luck, then the fruit stand trotted off into the mist.

	“What a strange lady,” Grey muttered as she yelled for people to get out of her way. He looked at his apple, then put it into his Inventory. 

	Damsel and Crow returned, and the Rogue scolded Grey for wandering off like that. Grey was about to retort, but decided against it. His eyes dropped to the ground and he stuffed his hands in his sweatshirt pocket. “What do we need from the town before we can enter the Misty Mountain?”

	Crow tapped his lip thoughtfully. “One second.” He lifted a finger up and to his right in the obvious gesture of accessing his Hero Interface. An NHC from the crowd—Tier 2 Shoesmith hovered above his head—walked through what must have been the middle of Crow’s interface.

	Crow pushed the Shoesmith, who spun. 

	“You got a problem, child?” the Douchebag asked, inflating his chest.

	Damsel quickly pulled the man aside and apologized.  

	The Tier 2 NHC mistook her kindness for flirtation, got in close, and whispered lasciviously. Grey heard something about ‘pointy ears’. She pushed her hair behind an ear to distract him, then produced a single arrow, pressed the head to his throat. In her cutest voice, she told him she’d love to Bitflix and chill, but only if he was content with her slitting his throat for being a misogynistic anus afterward. He wasn’t. 

	The NHC had, of course, called her a ‘pointy eared witch’ because that was one of his Tier attributes, then wandered off. Since many towns in Bitworld are lawless, no civilians batted an eye when she equipped her bow, nocked an arrow, toggled him from friendly to hostile, and fired a total of three arrows into his back. 

	“Hmmm,” Crow said, looking down at the dead NHC. “Nice shot. All crits, too.”

	“What was that?” Grey asked. “I would’ve expected Crow to kill a random, not you.”

	“Tier 2 dingleweed,” Damsel responded giddily. “I’m an Empath, not a protagonist. I don’t have to worry about morals as much as you do, Grey.”

	Grey nodded understandingly, even though he didn’t understand at all. Crow shrugged, and said he was going to sneak over and loot the body. The crowd continued to not care—there was another fight going on down the street and watching someone be killed is more entertaining than paying any mind to one who was already dead. When the Rogue returned, he instructed his party to check out the new potions he’d received.

	 

	
		
				Potion of Daze 
Ingesting this potion will cause extreme drowsiness and strongly diminish ability to make new memories for the potion’s duration.

				Quantity: 02
Quality: Below Average
Rarity: Uncommon
Duration: 20 Minutes
 

		

	

	 

	“Yeesh,” Grey stammered in disbelief. 

	“Wow,” Damsel agreed. “Perhaps a little too dark for our adventure, isn’t it?”

	“Pfft,” Crow said. “You guys are just noobs. We still have a few more stops before we can head out and it’s getting late. Let’s stop wasting time.” 

	The next hour was spent running important but mundane errands. They visited three different merchants, all of which sold items Grey couldn’t use, either due to his Misnomer Class or the high Level requirements. Damsel, upon seeing a Ring of Charm, suggested they should purchase some of the items anyway, since they might come in handy when the Level requirements were met. Crow informed her that by that time they would have already found better items, so it wasn’t worth the gold, and that was pretty much how merchants worked. Annoyed, she said she saw an interesting occult shop nearby and was going to go there. Grey agreed to go with her and let Crow do the rest of the shopping for them. Crow sighed and told them to be careful.

	 

	Occultist Imaginarium of Wonders

	𝌄𝌂𝌃𝌁 Loading 𝌄𝌂𝌃𝌁

	 

	Grey wiped off his boots on a welcome mat. He took in his surroundings, noticing the place’s peculiarity. The shop specialized in whatever the owner seemed to fancy, and by the looks of its decorum, that owner fancied far too many things to specialize in much at all. A coffee counter was set up near the front door, where a hip Dark Elf female with tattoos and gauges the size of plums was bent over, reading a scroll. From there, the shop transitioned into a mess of various settings that hadn’t so much been arranged, as vomited into disarray across the shop’s interior. Mismatched but ornate cushioned chairs and couches crammed between tables of various shapes and sizes. Fragmented armor adorned the walls between the bookshelves. 

	It was an interesting place that promised proverbial rabbit holes, and inside, Damsel got lucky. She found a deck of Tarot cards, a new quiver, and a new outfit. When she tried everything on, it took Grey a moment to get his bearings straight. 

	She wore a white baseball cap with the Empath insignia on it (a heart in front of two crossed arrows), a bright, floral-printed summer dress and white, high-top Buck Taylors. Her trainer bow hung on her back beside her new quiver, which had a strap that split her chest in a way that drew attention to her bosom. Despite how mismatched the ensemble was, he thought she looked like the most beautiful creature to ever exist. 

	There are different types of attractions, and an Empath can feel the differences between each as easily as a sommelier can taste the unique nuances of wines. Damsel blushed. “Grey,” she said, darting her eyes to the side. “Stop. People are here.”

	Grey scratched his hair nervously, and rocked heel to toe. He hated how she could do that; it made the whole unrequited love thing so much harder to keep, well, unrequited. He apologized, and suddenly realized that in the excitement of everything that’d happened, he hadn’t really Inspected her. Shyly, he asked permission to do so. She giggled and, delivering a smile even the highest-level Siren Spec Empath would respect, said, “Inspect me anytime.”

	Grey coughed. “Ummm. Okay. Yeah. Umm. Anyway.” He hurriedly pulled up his Hero Interface, toggled over to the Party Window. Upon seeing Crow’s name, he made a note to fully Inspect him later as well, then pointed to Damsel’s name. As a party member, he had a full view of her Stats, Skills, Attributes, and Inventory, but they showed as one entire Window unless he focused on one thing specifically.

	 

	
		
				Damsel 
Level: 1
Race: Hybrid (Half-Elf, Half-Human)
Class: Empath
HP: 90/90
Stamina: 50/50
Compassion: 160/160
 
Inheritances:

	● Prodigy: Those with the Prodigy Inheritance are gifted at birth not just in their destined Class, but they have a natural affinity for a specialization in that Class. 

	● Charm: Those with the Inheritance Charm are granted an automatic 12% chance to cause infatuation in others



				 

		
				Stats

		

	
 
Strength: 7
Dexterity: 11
Intelligence: 14
Constitution: 9
Charisma: 16
 

		

		
				 

		
				Skills

		

	
Primary Skills
Single Shot: The single shot is exactly what you would expect it to be.
 
 
 

				 

		
				Inventory

		

	
Weapons
Trainer’s Bow: A base level bow with a D-curve.
Quiver of Infinity: For all you trigger happy children who don’t know what the word ration means. 🛈
Armor
Floral Dress: Looks cute
Ancient Amulet: A rare item, this amulet is one of the few malleable items in Bitworld.🛈
Ranger’s Vest: A simple vest, worn by ranged heroes for moderate protection. +11 defense.
Buck Taylors: White high-top sneakers. -63% to water resistance.
Empath Baseball Cap: Don’t be fooled by this simple looking “helmet”. The Empath insignia boosts Compassion Regeneration by 15%.

		

	

	 

	Grey pulled up more information on her new items, her trainer’s bow, and the Ancient Amulet, which he’d always been curious about.

	 

	
		
				Quiver of Infinitum:
There’s nothing worse than running out of arrows when surrounded by enemies. 

				Durability: 30/30
Quality: Above Average
Rarity: Uncommon
Properties:

	● +8% EXP per kill

	● Unlimited Arrows



		

		
				Ranger’s Vest:
Look the part. Walk into any forest and turn heads. 

				Durability: 51/51
Quality: Average
Rarity: Common
Defense: +11
 

		

		
				Trainer’s Bow:
Well, you have to start somewhere. This bow is simple to use and helps any new Hero with a boost to accuracy (we know you don’t have a high Dexterity attribute yet).

				Durability: 19/19
Quality: Average
Rarity: Common
Damage: 8-12
Properties:

	● +3% to Critical Hit

	● +11% to Accuracy



		

		
				Ancient Amulet - Empath Exclusive
This Ancient Amulet has been passed from generation to generation. Its history is mysterious. Unlike most items, which require a specialist to switch gems out from their slots, this one can be altered at any time.

				Durability: 200/200
Quality: Exquisite
Rarity: Legendary
Gem: Mood Quartz
 
Properties:

	● +23-25 Damage to all Empath Abilities

	● +15% Compassion Regeneration

	● Compassion based Skills cost 12% less

	● Cooldown Speed increased by 19%



		

	

	 

	Grey’s jaw dropped upon reading about the Ancient Amulet. It was easily one of the best Items he’d ever seen, and she didn’t even have one of the finer gems inserted into the slot yet. He was a little jealous of course, but mostly he just felt happy for her. She deserved an Item like that. 

	“Nice,” he said reverently. 

	“Thanks,” Damsel said. “You aren’t looking so bad yourself.”

	Grey rubbed the back of his head and smiled. “Oh, I don’t know. I wish I could’ve found some armor that worked for me, but pickings are pretty slim for those of us with the Misnomer Class.” He wanted to admit how much it annoyed him, but bit his tongue. “Still not sure why that is.” 

	In response to his comment, a prompt appeared on the left side of his HI, which notified him of a new available Side Quest. He pointed to the prompt and brought the new report into view.

	 

	
		
				Side Quest: Misnomer Class Armor Limitations

		

		
				The Class of Misnomer is outside the Code. It is closer to a Hero Class than an NHC, but since it is not registered as a known Class, any Items that already exist will not be compatible. However, an Adept Blacksmith might be able to craft items tailored for use by a Misnomer.
 
Quest Available:
You have been notified that any items in current existence will not work for your Misnomer Class. Keep an eye out for Crafting Materials while on your adventure and take them to an Adept Blacksmith.

		

	

	 

	Before he could dwell much on what that entailed, he heard an old Goblin talking to himself in between bouts of laughter in the corner of the occult shop. Grey looked over to the creature, who sat on a purple armchair, hunched over a coffee. 

	Damsel approached the counter to purchase her new items. Grey ignored the Goblin’s gibberish, and followed her, but took three steps before stubbing his toe on a calf-high bookshelf. He cursed, and the goblin laughed. Grey wasn’t sure if it was directed at him. It was equally possible he’d laughed at a joke one of his countless imaginary friends had told. 

	Grey scowled at the goblin, noticing his physical attributes for the first time. He wore a tattered brown jacket with a Sherpa-lined collar over a paisley cloak. His skin reminded Grey of a swamp, and his cliff of a nose jutted over a mustache of splotchy moss. When he laughed again, it revealed a dental situation so tragic that it would be easier to count how many teeth remained than how many were missing. Three. Tufts of white hair sprouted from scarred ears. 

	Curious as always, Grey tried Inspecting the mad Goblin. The only information provided, however, was a name spelt out with punctuation and characters—like it’d been too vulgar to be written out—and that the goblin was a Wizard with a Shaman spec. 

	“Boy,” the Goblin said, waving Grey over. “We’s need to some words wit you.” He suddenly swatted at the air. “Shuts you. I’s speak how I want. Don’t insult my dialectic choosings.”

	“Um, I should get…” Grey stammered, before he felt a sudden pull on his waist. He glanced down just as the goblin mimed lassoing him over with an invisible rope that felt all too real. “Not going, I guess.”

	The goblin laughed again, uttered some insults to his left, then made a downward motion with a gnarled hand. Grey felt pressure on his head as his body sunk into a rocking chair behind him. 

	“You’s got a future for me to tell,” the mad goblin said, before kicking at nothing on the floor. “He dos too. E’en Misnomer haf a future tos tell, yous jus a stupid kisch’ok. Now where’s was...” 

	The goblin was interrupted by another fit of madness. He coughed, then shook his head, arguing with himself in two distinct voices. Under any other circumstances, Grey would’ve dashed away, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. The lunatic seemed to know of the Misnomer class.

	When the goblin sat back up, his was the picture of perfect posture. He licked his rickety fingers and straightened out his mustache as much as it would straighten—the patches made it difficult—then slipped a pair of wire-rim glasses from his coat pocket. One lens was badly cracked, but he didn’t seem to mind.

	“I beg your pardon,” he said, before holding up one hand and coughing into his elbow. He swallowed hard and in a strained voice, commanded them to give him the stage, then returned his attention to Grey. “You weren’t mistaken my dear boy. He did say even Misnomers have a future to tell. Not sure why he used a plural, if I’m being completely honest, but that isn’t relevant at the moment.”

	Grey gulped. “How do you, um, know what a Misnomer is?”

	The goblin didn’t answer the question. He held out his hand, pulled a card from thin air, and flicked his wrist to release it. Grey instinctively held his hands in front of his head, but the card never struck. He peeked through one eye to find that it had stopped and now hovered vertically at the center of four others, forming a cross. 

	The left card displayed a granite key wrapped in a serpentine string of binary. The center revealed a chess-set three moves into the match, but all three moves had been taken by the white side. To the right, a mountain with its pinnacle shrouded in mist. The bottom card’s image seemed to shift as he looked at it; one second it was a man in a white cloak and the next it only reflected Grey’s face, like a mirror. The top card was comprised entirely of green gridlines that overlaid in front of nine thin lines of binary. Grey wondered if those lines acted to lock the code in, or as a barrier to something else out.  

	The goblin squinted, cursed, pulled off his glasses, blew on them, wiped them with his sleeve, then slid them back up his nose. Grey wondered if he should notify the mystic that cracks can’t be wiped off, but realized he was mistaken. The broken lens had, in fact, been repaired. 

	The Goblin explained that the left card represented Grey himself; the center card represented his current situation; on the right was the challenge Grey faced; the bottom card represented Grey’s true enemy; and the card on top symbolized the playing field. “Very interesting. Very….” his sentence was cut short by another fit of coughing and curses. When it’d passed, he took off his glasses, threw them on the floor and stomped on them. He cursed obscenities that really had no place in the same sentence. 

	A disgruntled shout came from the cash register. It was the hipster dark elf, and she followed her shouts by running toward the goblin with a flyswatter. Grey stood and staggered back as the goblin jumped to his feet and fled. Bookshelves toppled over, things clattered to the floor, and Damsel grabbed Grey by the shoulder.

	“Maybe we should go?” she suggested. 

	“Ummm, just one second,” Grey stammered. The cards still hovered before him, and he needed to memorize each one.

	A key, chess set, Misty Mountain, a man in white, or maybe a mirror? And...

	The cards disappeared into green pixels. “Crap. The last one...what was it?” He clenched his eyes shut, desperately attempting to recall the image, but the final card had slipped away from his memory, as though taken by a thief in the night. 

	On the front steps outside the shop, Grey sent a message over the party chat asking Crow where he’d gone off to, but received no answer. He saw no point in waiting on the street, as the shop’s windows were currently being blasted outward from the nonsense that still transpired inside, so the two friends wandered off to find their loner ally. 

	They stopped at a pod of food carriages to find something to eat and eventually landed on a strange one that had traveled through multitudinous dimensions to bring its wondrous selection of greasy deliciousness to Bitworld. A sign on the carriage read Baydo’s Mexican Food. Grey had, of course, never heard of Mexican food, but the scents wafting through the air swept through his nostrils and boosted his curiosity by about 98%. 

	They glanced over the menu. Unable to understand the strange words—carne asada, burrito, fries, quesadilla—they asked the woman for a recommendation. 

	Ultimately, they decided to split a few things, which is really the best way to enjoy any new culinary experience. In a few minutes, a bell rang and Grey retrieved the tray from the counter as well as two peculiar beverages called horchatas. Damsel smartly dished up some green and red salsa and selected a wooden cafeteria-style table. They halved the carne asada, quesadilla and mixed breakfast burrito, but shared the gluttonous plate of carne asada fries. Aside from the occasional sounds of ecstasy, salsa passing, and ‘holy gods, these are the best things ever,’ the two friends ate in silent reverence. Up until Damsel reached out and touched the back of Grey’s hand. 

	“Are you okay?” she asked.

	Grey wiped tears from his eyes. “It’s just...they’re so good. How can anything be so good?”

	“Oh, thank the Gods,” Damsel said, wiping some salsa from the corner of his lip with her napkin. “I was worried stopping to eat like this would have given you too much time to dwell on everything that’s happened.” 

	The young Misnomer tried to think about that for a second, but couldn’t. In that moment, basking in the wonders of gluttonous pools of greasy glory, all his worries had washed away. Such was the power of breakfast burritos and carne asada fries.

	 When they finished their meal, they were bloated and overwhelmed by lethargy. Grey noticed a few changes to his status condition that he’d ignored during the feast.

	 

	You are well nourished. 

	Stamina Regeneration increased by 15%.

	 

	You are getting over-nourished. 

	Perhaps it is time to stop gorging.

	 

	Too late. . . 

	You have been nourished far beyond your needs. 

	 

	You are affected by Carb Coma. 

	-70% maximum Stamina, and -30% to Stamina Regeneration Rate.

	 

	That made total sense. Grey instantly wondered how anyone could ever live this way (if someone were to have told him there’s a place where people over-nourish thrice daily, he would have thought it utter madness). Paralyzed from indigestion and tryptophan, they did the only thing possible; they sprawled out on the dirty bench. 

	And in his comatose state, the events of the day stormed into Grey’s mind, sending it into a frenzied hurricane of spiraling thoughts The strangeness of his Class. The attack at the school. Deavios’ overpowered-ness and his current state of wellbeing. His missing mother. The peculiar card reading he’d received. His mother again. 

	Grey overcame the proverbial weight of his Carb Coma and convinced Damsel to rise from her tomb of distention. Together they slogged through the streets like low-level undead, shambling and unsteady. 

	It didn’t take long before they found their ally, dashing across the street with a sneaky expression. He performed a somersault, tried blending in with a group of drunken dwarves, got pushed, fell, popped lithely to his feet, darted his eyes to make sure he was unseen, then sprinted into an alleyway. Damsel and Grey watched the entire act with tilted heads. 

	“Do you think he knows it’s still daytime?” Grey asked.

	Damsel shrugged. “Technically, it’s dusk.”

	“Technically, he’s an idiot.”

	“Be nice.”

	“He looked like he was up to something suspicious.”

	“He’s a Rogue, of course he’s up to something suspicious. Suspicious doesn’t have to mean bad though. It’s all perspective and cultural differences, really. Look at it like this. To him, being suspicious was probably encouraged by his parents, but to you it’s bad, likely due to your own upbringing. See what I mean?”

	“But we’re going to check out what he’s doing, right?”

	“Were you even listening to me, Grey?”

	Grey, in fact, wasn’t listening. He was too busy bouncing on his toes. “Ummm…” he said, further clarifying his guilt. “Sorry, no. Can we go see what he’s up to, or?” 

	“You’re such a guy. Fine. Lead the way, male overlord.” 

	They walked toward the tent and hid behind a barrel near the back corner. Grey could make out two voices. One was Crow’s, and the other sounded like a witch who’d likely smoked her own potions for far too long.

	“No,” the witch said. “I’m retired from my days as an illusionist.”

	“This isn’t about retirement,” Crow responded. “It’s about duty.”

	“There’s no duty anymore. The prophecy is a sham.”

	“Tell that to the dragon that killed my parents.”

	The witch fell silent, then a glass shattered. “Look what you’ve made me do.” 

	Crow didn’t acknowledge that. “Are you going to help me or not?”

	“No. You’re a foolish boy. He will have the Nine shortly. So unless you know something... you do know something, don’t you? I can see it in your eyes, or at least the eye you don’t have covered by your melodramatic bangs. You should cut those, by the way, you look stupid.”

	“It’s stylish,” he defended. “I know more than I can tell you, but you need to trust me, like my parents once trusted you. He might have most of the Nine already, but without the. . .”

	“Don’t say it, people might be listening.” 

	Grey heard more shuffling, then spotted her through a slit in the tent. She looked as much a witch as any he’d ever read about, and not the bewitching, beautiful kind. Scared, he ducked below the rim of the barrel. After a few moments listening to the sound of glass being swept along a floor, she groaned. “Fine. I’ll do you this favor. But even if my illusion can lead them away from Misty Mountain, they will eventually realize where you’ve gone.”

	“Eventually will be long enough. It has to be.”

	Crow and the witch made their less than amicable farewells. Gray took that opportunity to run off so as not to be caught eavesdropping, leading Damsel by the hand. A moment later, Crow pushed aside the tent flap, tenderly brushing his bangs with one hand. Once outside, he lit a cigarette and took a long drag with trembling fingers. 

	Grey nodded at and Damsel, an unspoken agreement to act casual. They sauntered toward the Rogue, laughing at a make-believe joke and making grand gestures with their hands to emphasize the humor. Damsel giggled loudly and touched Grey’s arm, adding an “Oh, you’re so funny” for good measure. Crow turned toward them with an exasperated scowl. 

	“You guys were listening to my conversation, weren’t you?” he asked. 

	“What?” Grey stammered. “What makes you think that?”

	“You guys were obviously acting casual.”

	“Oh,” Grey admitted. The problem with acting casual is no one really knows how to do it. Caught in the act, he decided the best thing to do would be to approach the topic head-on. “What are the Nine, and what were you talking to that Illusionist about?”

	Cigarette between his lips, Crow tilted his head up and stared at his ally with a menacing smirk. As a lifelong practitioner in the art of avoiding personal issues and facing repressed emotions, he knew topic deflection when he saw it, and was quite prepared for the conversational chess match. 

	“They belong to an ancient, forgotten prophecy. It’s said that the gods built Bitworld with a magic called SourceCode. It’s the source of all magic and world traits, and allowed them to transform anything and everything. That is why you might occasionally see 1’s and 0’s whenever you enter somewhere new. Because those two numbers, called the Binary, are the language of the gods, and of the SourceCode. Long ago, a wizard learned this language and began altering Bitworld for his own pleasures. The gods couldn’t allow those and so…”

	Grey’s eyes widened. “And they brought The Four into existence!”

	“The Four heroes, yes. They were defeated by the white wizard. The gods then created the Nine, and since then the white wizard has been collecting them. I don’t know everything, but I do know that if he gets all nine of the Nine, terrible things will happen to Bitworld.”

	“You still haven’t answered anything about them.” Grey furrowed his brow. “Or what importance they hold, or...what that has to do with the prophecy. Or why any of that has anything to do with why you were talking to that old lady.”

	“I know. That’s the point.” Crow flicked his cigarette and folded his arms. This was an act of confidence, but it was definitely an act. Inside, he was cursing himself for even saying as much as he did. He’d always been told that, to be a good Rogue, one must master the art of deception and learn to weave tales (lies) that throw a conversational opponent off track. Despite his best intentions, however, Crow had been cursed with a moral compass that simply couldn’t be broken. The whole internal battle between doing what was honest and what was right really put a damper on things, if he was being honest with himself. “Anyway, you guys won’t believe the cool stuff I got while the two of you were doing your weird astrological B.S.”

	“Wait…” Grey protested. 

	Damsel rolled her eyes. “He realized he’s said too much. I intuit that he’ll blurt the rest out eventually, once his lies become too heavy to handle. But he’ll try his best until then. I can feel it.”

	Crow wasn’t listening. He had his Pixlevision pulled up and had already listed eight bags of a Stamina-regenerating potion he called coffee, before boasting about a new pair of boots and a new dagger for himself, as well as a ring of experience for Damsel. He displayed them for his allies, but mostly to keep them distracted. Luckily for him, Damsel had one thing in common with felines; anything new and shiny could keep her attention for as long as it still shimmered. And Grey was so curious that if distracted was a Skill, he’d leveled it up to the max. The young Misnomer Inspected the items.

	 

	
		
				Bedazzled Dagger of Direction: 
The multi-colored gems embedded in the hilt of this dagger steer the blade toward your enemy’s weakest spots.

				Durability: 41/41
Attack: 16-19
Quality: Above Average
Rarity: Uncommon
Requirements: Rogue; Level 3
Properties:

	● +12% chance to Critical Hit

	● +2 to Charisma



		

		
				Second-Hand Moon Boots: 
Don’t let their clunky appearance fool you, Moon Boots are ideal for any Rogue who desires silent steps. Or wants to make a fashion statement—even if the statement is a rather offensive one.

				Durability: 30/30
Defense: +8
Quality: Above Average
Rarity: Uncommon
Requirements: Rogue; Level 3.
Properties:

	● +4 to Dexterity

	● +9% chance to Critical Hit

	● +18% Backstab Damage



		

		
				Lesser Ring of Experience:
It might not be the ring you deserve, but at your Level, it’s the ring you need.

				Durability: 14/14
Quality: Above Average
Rarity: Common
Requirements: None
Properties:

	● +4% Experience per kill



		

	

	 

	While Grey Inspected the items, his allies equipped them. When he finished, the bedazzled gems pulled on his attention and he looked Crow up and down. Although the Rogue had dyed the moon boots black, they still had a white fur lining at the top and the dagger wasn’t much better. Its blade was dyed midnight but the inset gems still held their sparkly pastel color palette. Coupled with his black skinny jeans and hooded black leather jacket, the outfit was about as much of an ensemble as a post-hardcore band led by choir boys singing church hymns. Grey tried not to laugh. It didn’t work.  

	“If you keep laughing, I swear I’ll show you just how OP my blade is,” Crow threatened. Although, as far as threats went, it couldn’t be taken any more seriously than a six-year old girl in a fairy-princess costume wielding a fake star-wand. Naturally, Grey kept laughing, and even Damsel joined in. Crow sighed. “It’s my goddamned Inheritance. The Gods are total assholes, I swear; it’s like they don’t respect the fact that I have an image to uphold.”

	“Wait,” Grey caught his breath. “What Inheritance?”

	“It’s called Narcissist’s Challenge.”

	Finally, Grey thought, a good excuse to Inspect him. He requested permission to do so and Crow not only gave it, he also nearly articulated a compliment and told Grey, “That’s actually a really good idea, especially for you. A person should always know their party members’ info.”

	 

	
		
				Crow: Branded🛈
Level: 4
Race: Human
Class: Rogue
HP: 190/190
Stamina: 90/90
Angst: 16/16
 
Inheritances:

	● Narcissist’s Challenge: Those with the Narcissist’s Challenge Inheritance are obsessed with their image. These heroes are blessed with finding Items that are powerful, but often do not match the hero’s desired aesthetic. 



				 

		
				Stats

		

	
 
Strength: 14
Dexterity: 31 
Intelligence: 10
Constitution: 19
Charisma: 38

		

		
				 

		
				Skills

		

	
Primary Skills
Slash: Well, what do you think it does? 
Backstab: Improve movement speed by 70% for 2 seconds to flank an opponent and do what a Rogue does best; give it to them from behind. 
 
Secondary Skills
Stealth: While Active, Stealth improves Dexterity by 8% and +50% chance to remain unseen (when used properly, not in broad daylight).
 

				 

		
				Inventory

		

	
Weapons
Crude Dagger of Wounding: An ominous notched dagger, this dyed black blade offers a +4% increase to DOT caused by Bleed.
Bedazzled Blade: Oh, how shiny.
 
Armor
Moon Boots: These were trending once, believe it or not.
Skinny Jeans: Little to no defense. They are pretty slimming, though. +4 Charisma.
Hooded leather Jacket: Open in the front to showcase the incredibly hip t-shirt beneath. +8 Charisma; +3 Armor. 
Band t-shirt: Nothing says hipster like wearing a shirt of some esoteric band nobody’s ever heard of. +3 Charisma
 
 

		

	

	 

	Nothing about the Rogue’s Skills caught Grey by surprise and the Narcissist’s Challenge Inheritance made total sense, but there were a few things that stirred his curiosity. According to rumors, Crow had spent the previous summer Leveling and although no one really knew why he’d returned to school afterward when he could have just continued adventuring, Grey had expected to find his rival’s Level and stats far higher than they were. Then there was the Branded title. He’d heard about certain titles being granted to heroes, but never that one. Knowing full well Crow would just avoid the subject, he pointed to the ‘more information’ icon and a report popped up:

	 

	
		
				Report: Titles - Branded

		

	

	 

	
		
				Not to be taken lightly, this title is bestowed only to those who have committed an act of atrocity. 
*Note: atrocity can be considered something heinous, stupid, or incredibly selfish. Often given between death and respawn, the Brand is Coded into hero’s Core Programming. 
Effects: 
1) Upon initial branding, hero is stripped of all Levels, Skills, Stat allocations, and money gained within a 48-hour period of when the act occurred. 
2) Located at the top right side of hero’s face, just below the hairline, the brand will be visible until hero redeems themself. 
3) If mark is seen by others: 69% chance Branded hero’s Charisma is halved for duration of that interaction.
 

		

	

	 

	Grey shook his head. The title satiated much of Grey’s curiosity: why Crow’s stats and Levels were so low (relatively speaking), the rumors about why the Academy’s once-star-pupil had returned, and why he’d switched his hairstyle between the two school years. But there was a far more menacing question. 

	What could he have done to earn that title? 

	He considered asking, but he received a private message from Damsel that’d advised him strongly against doing so. When it came to social nuances, Grey learned long ago it was better to defer to the Empath, so he took her warning to heart. 

	“Umm,” he stammered, nervously rolling one of the hoodie’s drawstrings around his finger. “That Narcissist’s Challenge is kinda cool.”

	Crow rolled his eyes. “I know you’re avoiding the whole Branded thing. You’re kind of obvious.”

	“What? Me? No. I don’t…”

	Crow’s eyes darted left to right, then pushed his bangs to the side, revealing the Brand, set just below the hairline about two inches to the right of the center of his forehead. It was a string of Binary in a small font size. At least thirty ones and zeroes spanned across the curve of his hairline, stopping just a few inches above his right ear. Grey wondered exactly what the binary translated to, but figured Crow either wouldn’t know or wouldn’t tell them. Grey had never found Crow handsome, but from just a glance at the mark on his forehead, the Misnomer immediately felt less trusting of the untrustworthy young man.

	“Weird,” Crow said, apparently looking at his HI. “My Charisma hasn’t halved. I thought for sure you’d both hate me forever.”

	Grey knew Damsel was far too compassionate to hate him for the brand; she’d just feel bad for him. As for Grey, well, how could he hate the Rogue for the brand when he already hated him for other, more important reasons? 

	After everything had been addressed, the party trekked toward the edge of town where they passed through a gate that warned them they were now leaving a safe zone (loosely speaking, considering civilians can be equally as mean as monsters), and entering wild territory. They paid the warning little mind. Before them, the road split off in four directions and a four-board signpost stood at the fork, specifying which path led where. Grey read the marker and set his gaze on the Misty Mountain in the distance—vast, sprawling, and predictably shrouded in a heavy layer of mist. Adventure awaited, and they heeded the call.

	Meanwhile, in a previously noted tent, a cranky old Illusionist sat at a table pouring purple magic into two big crystal balls. One was a fairly standard crystal ball called What Is, and it showed the party of heroes and their journey. The other was called What Could Be. She slowly created a copy of the heroes from What Is and pasted the copies into What Could Be. Following that, she coded a different setting around the replicas and dimmed the energies that the real heroes emitted. 

	With a shift of sight, she gazed into the ball of What Is and located a cloud, which held the same Legion of Glitches who had attacked the Academy earlier that day. It was blowing across the sky rapidly and had just reached the outskirts of the small town when it stopped in apparent confusion. It looked somewhat like a carriage accident, where one carriage stops too quickly and the others crash into it. Except, fluffier. The cloud shifted and spun as though scratching its head as to what turn it was supposed to take. 

	“Come on, thee bastards,” she muttered. “Take thy bait.”

	Then, the storm raced off in the direction of her replicas. She let out a long sigh and returned to commanding her broomsticks to sweep things for her, all the while muttering things that sounded to the untrained ear like mystical gibberish—which, to be fair, is how most mystical things sound to an untrained ear. Translated for the layman—this will only delay the inevitable, and I can only hope that will be delayed long enough. Because inevitability gets angry when it’s delayed.  



	




	[image: Image]

	 

	The party trekked along a dirt road surrounded by patches of brush and weeds. Crow took advantage of the rabbits that hopped along the road, killing them for miniscule amounts of EXP. Grey felt the 3 EXP per kill wasn’t worth slaughtering the harmless creatures. 

	So he only killed eight. Damsel scolded them the entire time and apologized to the fuzzy corpses before looting them for their meat. 

	One rabbit seemed quite sad about her current mate’s death, and the Empath looked particularly overwhelmed by its sorrow. Without asking permission, she removed an item in their Shared Party Inventory.

	At first glance, Grettle’s Golden Apple looked like the perfect treat for a depressed herbivore. Damsel held it in the palm of her hand, and the rabbit cautiously came forward and took it in its teeth. The well-meaning Empath stroked the critter’s head, and it ran off. Damsel giddily waved goodbye for fifteen seconds before Grey turned and asked her who she was waving to.

	“Just a rabbit who’d lost her family thanks to the two of you,” she said, leering at her friend. “Oh. I gave her that special apple you had in our Inventory. It was the least I could do, considering.”

	Grey’s eyes widened. “Not Grettle’s Golden Apple?”

	“Don’t get mad. I’m sure it was magical, and you might have wanted…”

	In the distance, there was a very loud explosion. Judging from the smoke, the low brush had caught fire. 

	A series of notifications popped up in the corner of Grey’s HI quicker than a hot elf’s PM notifications after posting a sexy picture to a public forum. 

	 

	Damsel has gained 3 EXP for killing Lovable Rabbit.

	Damsel has gained 5 EXP for blowing up Melodic Songbird.

	Damsel has gained 230 EXP for destroying an Army of Ants.

	Damsel has gained 24 EXP for suffocating Flower Fairy to death.

	 

	When the fire finally stopped, Damsel had received enough EXP to push her to Level 2, but she lay on the ground, crying. Grey was admittedly a little upset by her altruism. Not only had she gotten all the experience, but that apple would’ve come in handy later for sure. Nonetheless, he tried consoling her. 

	Crow stood by their side and gazed into the smoky horizon. He nodded. “Well, that’s one way to farm. Well played, Empath.”

	That only made her cry harder. 

	The tragedy and ensuing backlash took up an entire hour, and even when she was able to get back to her feet and continue their journey, she still couldn’t bring herself to allocate her Stat Points or choose which of her new Skills to learn. She told Grey it felt wrong to benefit off such pain. 

	Still, it was nice to be on the road again, and the changing scenery helped her forget the whole fiasco. Grey didn’t remind her to choose her Skills, because he knew it’d just make her sad again, and he doubted they were in any real danger. Yet. 

	It wasn’t long until the low brush gave way to forested hills. The path narrowed as they ascended, and after a few minutes they found themselves at the Misty Mountain’s trailhead. It was framed by two tall but dilapidated trees with trunks that were barren for the first twenty feet. Above that, they sprouted arthritic branches that reached in toward one another to form a tangled archway. 

	Grey thought it looked like a rather ominous, and panned to his left and right for something perhaps more inviting. But all he saw was an impassable wall of similar trees that went on forever. 

	“What did you expect, a welcome mat?” Crow asked. 

	That was a good point, but the young Misnomer refused to admit it. He turned to Damsel and cautiously asked if she wanted to allocate her Stats and Skills before they entered. She rolled her eyes with a smile, told him she’d already done so, and added how proud she was of her choice. She encouraged him to view the newest addition to her paltry Skill Tree. He pulled up his party window, selected ‘Damsel,’ and checked over her stats. He bit back a comment on how she’d put all four points into Charisma, then brought up her Skills.

	 

	
		
				Love’s Arrow:
Imbue your Compassion into an arrow and aim with your heart. Upon striking an opponent with Love’s Arrow, they will be enthralled by your inner beauty to such an extent that they hesitate to do much of anything other than gawk. 

				Damage: 2-4 Holy Damage
Cost: 11 Compassion
Effect: Opponents are slowed by 45% for a duration of 6 seconds. 
 

		

	

	 

	Grey reread the effect a few times, and his strategic mind booted up ideas for how to utilize her Skill in battle. They were rather simple, but a strategy has to start somewhere. 

	“I like it,” he finally said. “You could slow enemies and Crow, with your Sneak Skill...Crow?” He spun twice and scratched his head. 

	“He went ahead,” Damsel said.

	“Of course, he did.”

	The pair ran under the ominous arch and into the Misty Mountain. Inside, the steep trail was littered with rocks, and roots of trees wove through the ground like a cartoon sea serpent. The dim rays of the setting sun didn’t so much as shine through as they did squeeze through the thick branches above. They climbed the narrow trail, passing trunks and rocks splattered with a substance that looked suspiciously like blood. After a quarter mile the trail cut a sharp left. There, they found Crow, sitting on a large boulder and smoking. A few spots of second-hand blood stained his cheeks. 

	“You guys were taking too long.” He flicked his cigarette and hopped down. “I’ve already killed five spiders and a few evil goats.”

	“Were they actually evil, though?” Damsel asked, folding her arms.

	Crow shrugged. “You ever look into the eyes of a goat? They’re evil. Let’s get going. I scouted ahead a bit and for the most part, everything seems pretty straightforward.”

	Grey ascended toward the turn and peered through the trail, which was even narrower than before. “Straightforward how?”

	“Like, you know. A side scroller.”

	“Oh!” Damsel exclaimed. “Like those vintage arcade games that exist in other worlds, but not ours?”

	The boys looked at one another, then at Damsel, then shook their heads. 

	“No idea what you’re talking about,” Crow said, “but yeah. Sure.”

	They proceeded with weapons at the ready. This stance on violence called attention to the fact that they meant business, and the forest had no qualms sending its company representatives to indulge them. Forty-feet later, monsters populated on both sides of the trail. Their eyes gleamed and their bleats echoed through the trees. The party huddled together, and a few of their new opponents leapt onto the path. 

	At first glance, Grey had to admit; they were the scariest mountain goats he’d ever seen. Their fur was matted and covered in black liquid, like they’d rolled around in a tar-pit. Their small horns protruded forward, not backward, and they had fangs the size of butcher knives. Grey Inspected the horrid creatures.

	 

	
		
				Environmentally-Impacted Goat:
The mist within the Misty Mountain is laden with heavy toxins, and the wildlife here has been driven mad by sickness.

				Level: 2
Health: 14/14
Disposition: Hostile
Respawn time: 5 minutes

		

	

	 

	He was reminded of the age-old idiom: Things aren’t always what they seem. No matter how scary a beast might appear, if it doesn’t have the stats to back it up, it’s no better than a pompous knight who’s spent so much time at a bench press that he’s forgotten an important fact—you can’t flex your way out of a death match.   

	Grey stared down the flock of twenty-one goats, which were situated in rows of three, and figured now was as good a time as any to try out Damsel’s new Skill. He started to explain the plan when he realized Crow had already darted forward. Sighing, he nodded to Damsel and the two followed the Rogue. Damsel fired off Love’s Arrows and Grey held his shield held before them to block off any caprine attacks. Crow took full advantage of his opponents’ slowed speed and used Sneak and Backstab to his heart’s contempt (not to be confused with heart’s content). His blades moved with grace, and the bedazzled hilt left behind sparkly wakes as he spun between goats, ducked under their horns, and kicked out their ankles with his moon boots. 

	The plan was working marvelously. At least, it was working marvelously for everyone except Grey. Crow’s speed and high attack, in combination with the damage that Damsel’s arrows had caused, allowed him to slaughter almost all their opponents. It wasn’t until Damsel ran out of Compassion and reverted to regular shots that four of the goats slipped past Crow’s deft dance of sparkly death. They charged, and Grey took a defensive stance. When the first goat rammed into his shield, he brought it upward, locking the goat by the horns, then drove his blade downward through his opponent’s skull. 

	Two more were right behind. He yelled for Damsel to stand back, side stepped to the right toward the trail’s high ground. As the goats passed, he kicked off the rise and slammed into them with his shield, knocking both off the trail. Their surprised bleating echoed as they toppled downward.

	 The last goat leapt at him, with its horns looking very stabby. But before Grey could defend himself, a black silhouette, mixed with a dash of dazzle, streaked overhead. Half a goat landed with a thud at Grey’s feet.

	“Dude,” Grey grumbled, staring at the goat, whose tongue hung out. “That was mine.”

	Damsel peeked around Grey’s back, then vomited in the bushes. Crow wiped his blades on a tree and smirked, before informing the Misnomer that there’s no calling dibs on kills. He laughed. “Well, would you look at that. I just Leveled up to five.”

	Grey glanced at his HI to see his own progression from the skirmish.

	 

	You have killed Environmentally-Impacted Goat. You receive 49 EXP! 

	You have killed Environmentally-Impacted Goat. You receive 49 EXP! 

	You have killed Environmentally-Impacted Goat. You receive 49 EXP! 

	 

	His excitement dwindled when he saw there was still 900 EXP to go until Level three. Not only did he receive less EXP per kill, he also had a greater EXP requirement to reach per Level, and already he knew this was going to get incredibly irritating. Great, he thought. Just great. But as his old pal, Deavios used to say, there was no use dwelling on what can’t be helped. (He’d actually only said it once and he’d been referring to the fact that he’d run out of mariju-mana, but that was beside the point.) 

	Grey righted his attitude as best he could, and together the party continued up the path with Crow in the lead. They approached a switchback, made the turn, and Damsel and Crow leapt off to the side as a random cyclist, who apparently had been using the Misty Forest to train for an upcoming Heroathon, skidded past on the sharp corner. Grey didn’t have time to dodge and instead held Shield of the Misnomer out protectively. 

	He yelled. The cyclist yelled. The bike’s front end smacked into Grey’s shield and flipped back over front. The Misnomer fell flat on his back, which was more luck than the cyclist had. The cyclist flew over Grey’s head, flailed his arms, and smacked head first into trees. Blood splattered and it became clear the cyclist had not been wearing his helmet. Even with his skull caved in, momentum carried him on. Sounds of shattered wood and breaking bones resonated. Grey received a prompt.

	 

	You have killed Alan, a Level 22 Rogue. 

	As an Endurance Athlete Specialist, this particular Rogue was “cheating” by using the Skill Blood Cycling—it was almost as if a competitor had planned his doom. 

	 

	Congratulations! You have received 629 EXP for killing the cheater! 

	 

	Grey scratched his head with the rim of his shield. Sure, he’d wanted the EXP points, but that whole experience seemed farfetched and forced, not to mention, a little traumatizing. His first HvH (hero vs hero) battle, and it was nothing but a fluke win. He sighed as his ally and rival-ally approached. Damsel immediately started examining the bike—it was shiny—and Crow glared at Grey with a surly expression.

	“That did not just happen,” Crow said, clenching his fists. “You got rewarded for being a speed bump.”

	The Misnomer tucked his upper lip under his lower and shrugged. “Maybe it was just…”

	“Don’t you say it.”

	“Deus Ex Machina?”

	“Gods damn you.” 

	He turned on his heels with a hair toss and stalked up the trail around the corner. Grey paused for a moment, still not sure whether he should feel grateful or uncomfortable. It reminded him of the time Damsel had given him all the answers for a test on how to optimally stick to one Class Specialization—he hadn’t studied because he found the materials boring and unimaginative. It worked, but felt wrong. He felt Damsel’s hand on his shoulder.

	“Hey,” she said. “It’s not like they intervened on some major level. This is more like regular, somewhat out of place luck.”

	“You don’t think it’s...what’s that word Deavios used in our creative fiction class? Gandalfian or Aslan-ish? You know, when the gods help so much it discredits a hero’s journey?”

	Damsel shook her head and giggled. “Of course not.”

	That was all Grey needed. Together, they continued on the path. The air grew heavy and damp, and the fog rolling off the mountaintops thickened significantly. Colors danced off of the leaves, and furry, vaguely frog-like creatures hopped from branch to branch, swallowing bloodsucking insects off the tree bark. It was getting cold.

	Damsel shivered. Grey offered his hoodie, but she told him to keep it—he needed every point to defense he could get. Ten minutes later, they found Crow standing near an obstacle. The mudpot was far too wide to jump, and the way it burped suggested it had terrible indigestion.

	“That smells as sad as it feels,” Damsel said. “Poor ground.”

	Crow groaned. “We’re at an impasse and you’re concerned about how the ground feels? For Gods’ sake.”

	Grey had already switched into problem solving mode. He scanned the trail for anything they might be able to use, and found a single vine wrapped around a branch over their heads. “Here!” he exclaimed, climbing up the muddy bank. “Be ready to catch this.” He reached the tree and unwrapped the vine. Crow caught it as it swung down. 

	“Not terrible,” the Rogue said, tugging on the vine-swing. “Just like the obstacle courses.”

	Damsel clapped. “I always loved those. We used to do rope swings into a lake when I was younger.”

	Grey slid down the muddy embankment. He brushed off his butt. Obstacle courses were not his strong suit. He’d have made for a deplorable Rogue.

	Crow, on the other hand, was an elite obstacle courser. The young rogue took a step back, cracked his neck from and sprinted toward the gap in the forest floor. He swung over easily, the maneuver culminating in a perfect, silent front flip, knees bent with one hand on the ground. He turned on the balls of his feet, signaling to the other two. 

	Show off, Grey scoffed to himself.

	“Whew,” Damsel said, spitting on the palms of her hands and rubbing them together. “Okay. I’ll go next.” She dashed forward and jumped, snatched the vine mid-air, swung across, let go, and stuck a graceful landing. “That was fun. Your turn, Grey! Just do your best! We believe in you!”

	“Speak for yourself,” Crow muttered.

	Grey scowled—he actually agreed with his rival, but he’d never say that. He took a deep breath in, three seconds, and then out, three seconds. Smoke blurped out of the pit ahead of him. The vine dangled with a subtle sway. He planted his feet, turning them to create friction in the slippery mud. Heavy footed, he high-stepped toward the pit, and then he was off with a bound suited for the first round of cuts at JV basketball tryouts. He barely grasped the vine with his right hand and in a moment of panic wrapped his leg to prevent falling into a slimy demise.

	“Leap off, you idiot,” Crow jeered from the sideline.

	Grey tried, but his jump hadn’t created enough momentum to clear the gap on the first swing. He swung back, and then forward until his momentum stalled and he dangled above the center of the pit. He gulped with embarrassment. 

	The Rogue chuckled. “You look like a cat avoiding a bath.”

	“Shut up, Crow,” Damsel chided. 

	Grey briefly considered simply dropping and trudging as quickly across as possible. Sure, he figured it would hurt, but doubted it would kill him. He started to calculate how much HP he’d lose from the hot mud, then considered the DOT (damage-over-time) any potential poison would cause. He felt confident he could beat it. Wasn’t that what potions were for? 

	Damsel suggested otherwise, though. Eyes wide, she told him to hurry. 

	“What?” A few loud pops below his feet caused him to look down. The mudpot’s bubbles had intensified, spewing black goop that emitted a steam smellier even than that time he’d stumbled on a mountain troll’s pooping grounds. He scrambled to the top of the vine. “Guys, what do I do?”

	Crow facepalmed. “Kick your legs back once more for momentum, then swing forward and hurl yourself off. It’s not that difficult, for the sake of One and Zero, man.”

	Grey started kicking back and forth like a child on a swing set, but it wasn’t enough. Damsel told him to relax, which he thought was easy for her to say, then she dashed to a tree and broke off a branch. She extended it over the edge of the volcanic ooze and yelled for him to take it. He kicked forward and tried grabbing hold. His fingers brushed it, then the vine swung back. 

	Below, the mudpot came to life in a way that shed light on why it seemed to have indigestion. It piled on top of itself, climbing its own structure toward Grey. Hands manifested out of the thick substance that snatched at his feet. He avoided the grasp by tucking his knees. 

	Crow ripped the branch from Damsel’s hands, “Jump! I’ll pull you in.”

	Eyeing the branch, Grey gave the attempt one last valiant effort and kicked. As he swung, the oozing hand burned the vine just below his feet. Grey flew forward, managing a tenuous handhold on the end of the branch. Crow yanked back and pulled Grey toward him, out of the sludge’s reach. Grunting, the two toppled over each other, and landed with Grey on top. The two opened their eyes, their noses just touching tip to tip like an adorable character introduction in a bad romance movie.

	“Ah, get off of me!” Crow shouted, shoving him off.

	The sludge sunk back into the mudpot, back to its resting state. Damsel mentioned that she could feel the obstacle was sad and hungry. With exasperated sighs, Grey and Crow lay on their backs for a minute, catching their breath.

	They returned to their journey, and soon learned the Environmentally Impacted Goats and mudpot nearly comprised the Mountain’s entire arsenal, although the difficulty ramped up with their progression. The party rounded a switchback and came up on a flock of four goats that pranced around another mudpot—vine swing included. Behind those enemies, a second grouping and a second mudpot. Grey groaned.

	“Let’s get this over with,” he said, looking to his allies. They were one short, so he glanced ahead. “Of course, he’s already charged off.”

	“At least he used Stealth?” Damsel said, nocking an arrow and firing. The better part of the hour that followed was a simple process of rinse and repeat - literally for Grey on one occasion after he fell into a mudpot.

	Eventually, the Misty Mountain threw some variety into the mix. Spiders, only barely smaller than Grey’s shield, descended from the canopy on strands of silk. Grey checked to see what he was up against.  

	 

	
		
				Forest Spider:
These unremarkable creatures are plentiful in the Misty Forest and surrounding areas. +71% chance to cause Irrational Fear in humanoids.

				Level: 1
Health: 6/6
Disposition: Hostile
Respawn time: 5 minutes

		

	

	 

	He shook his head. He wasn’t impressed, to say the least. Not one of the twelve was higher than Level 2, and most were Level 1. Their HP was miniscule to the point of comical, and the only property that remotely stood out was the +71% chance to cause Irrational Fear. He turned to Damsel and Crow and asked if either of them felt particularly afraid.

	“Afraid?” Crow scoffed. “You kidding? I love spiders. They’re creepy, misunderstood, dexterous as all seven hells, fight dirty, and are pretty much the killer kings of small critters.”

	Damsel shook her head at the Rogue. “What? No! They’re adorable. Their weird little fuzzy faces. And so kind, too. I remember a few summers ago, we had to deal with a horde of fruit flies in my house. My mom had the idea to make a deal with a family of spiders that lived nearby. I don’t remember the logistics, but basically, they were allowed to come and go as they pleased so long as they didn’t hurt us. They ate all the fruit flies, and most of the time I didn’t even see them unless one wanted to vent about how much it sucked being hated all the time.”

	Grey nodded. “So, we’re all in agreement. Arachnophobia is ridiculously overrated?”

	“And a terribly cheap plot device,” Damsel added.

	Without another word, the party launched their assault. Crow activated Stealth and crossed the gap in a few seconds. The bright blur from the gems on his bedazzled blade sent spindly legs flying through the air. 

	Damsel and Grey were more cautious. He went first, with his shield aloft and his runic sword held slightly to his side as she loosed an arrow toward a spidery face. It skittered toward them, avoiding one of Crow’s slashes, then tilted its head down and raised its abdomen to take the blow. As hard as its carapace should have been at Level 1, the critter still hadn’t stood a chance. The arrow pierced through its back and went out the other side. In the second the interaction had taken, Crow had already dismantled another two of the spiders, leaving four. 

	Grey closed in on the nearest foe. He heard an arrow whistle past his head, but maintained focus on the task, which was to deal with the spider that leapt toward his face. He sidestepped and swung his blade through the middle, causing the top half of his foe’s body to clatter against his shield then bounce off. Fangs from a sneakier spider drove through the top of his shoe and into his foot. More from annoyance than pain, he inverted his sword and impaled the little bastard. The carapace crunched under the blade. He twisted, the spider writhed, died, and granted him 48 EXP. Sliding his sword out of the lifeless creature, he noticed two small pools of blood leaking upward through his boot, like someone digging out the ground to find water in a desert. There wasn’t much, as the bite had been shallow. Even so, a prompt appeared in a corner. Before checking it, Grey preyed to the Gods it wouldn’t be a poison DOT. 

	 

	You have been bitten by Forrest Spider. You are poisoned. 

	Poison is a damage over time effect and lasts until Antidote has been administered. 

	 

	You have lost 2 HP due to Poison. 

	This effect lasts until Antidote has been administered.

	 

	You are bleeding. 

	Bleeding is a damage over time effect and the severity of the wound dictates how much HP is lost. 

	 

	You have lost 1 HP due to Bleeding.

	 

	“Crap,” Grey muttered, glancing at his status bars. A Bleeding icon and a Poison icon blinked over his HP bar, which showed he was down to 93. Compounded with the negligible damage the spider’s attack done, he’d lost 6 HP. It dropped 2 more points. Make that 91, he thought glumly. 

	Crow and Damsel dealt with the remainder of the spiders. They joined Grey. While Damsel bit her nails, Crow rolled his eyes and produced a vial of murky green liquid from his Inventory—it looked as though he’d willed the item into existence—then offered the antidote over. He uncorked the vial and took a swig. 

	“Grey,” Crow said with an air of unveiled condescension. “Inspect an item before just taking it.” 

	That made sense. 

	 

	
		
				Lesser Antidote (spot treatment)
There are different types of antidotes—those which can heal from the inside out and those that pull a poison from the point of insertion. As a spot specific antidote, this Antidote is the latter. Pour one serving onto the spot of infection (use more if needed).

				Quality: Average
Rarity: Common
Servings: 20/20
Effect: Can cure minor poison from wounds, but not those that occur within the body. 

		

	

	 

	“Oh,” Grey said. Finding a nearby stump, he sat, pulled off his shoe and sock, then wiped away the blood with the back of his sweatshirt sleeve. Teeth gritted in preparation for what he assumed was about to burn, he dropped a single serving onto each puncture wounds. There was no pain, but he did become aware of his blood in a way he’d never felt before. 

	Two murky strings rose from the wounds, then hovered above—defying logic as they did gravity. When they’d risen three inches, they surrounded a single drop of glowing green poison. The droplet of poison fought the antidote, bouncing around like an asylum patient thrashing against the walls. Both antidote strings smashed in on their target, destroying it. “Whoa. Cool.”

	“I guess,” Crow said. “Put your gear on, let’s go.”

	Grey protested, saying he needed to fix the bleeding, but noticed the icon had disappeared and his HP had already regenerated. He put on his gear and again they were off. The journey forward was similar to the distance prior; they hit another switchback, ran into a handful of goats staggered between mudpots. By now this was an old hat. Crow did most of the work while Damsel took shots of opportunity, and Grey picked off the stragglers. 

	Now a little more prepared for the Tarzan-esque swinging, Grey only experienced a little trouble. Another mile ascending the Misty Forest was spent fighting through mixed groupings of the goats and spiders, swinging over mudpots, and occasionally stopping to let their Stamina replenish before going on. Throughout the vine swinging, the young Misnomer had received prompts about Stat Specific Point (SSP) gains in Dexterity. 

	 

	You have overcome an obstacle requiring Dexterity. 

	You will receive +2 Dexterity upon reaching Level 3.

	 

	Grey had not been the only one of the party members to elevate their standings, however. Damsel and Crow had Leveled up. During one of their Stamina replenishment rests, the Empath and the Rogue spent a few minutes allocating their Stat Points and looking over their new Skills. 

	 

	For reaching Level 3, Damsel unlocked two branches, both offering a new Passive Skill:

	 

	
		
				Eye Of The Hawk:
You can’t kill what you can’t see. By improving sight and movement detection, no foe will escape your deadly shots.

				Specialization: Huntress
Effects (Passive):

	● +65% Visual Perception



		

		
				Kind-Hearted:
As an Empath, there’s nothing more important than caring for others. 

				Specialization: Empath
Compassion is responsible not only for many of an Empath’s attack costs, it also correlates to mood: when low, this can cause a hero to be a little testy and when full, they maintain their pleasant demeanor.
Effects (Passive):

	● +19% maximum Compassion

	● +7% rate of Compassion Regeneration



		

	

	 

	Grey attempted to convince her that the first Passive was the way to go. Crow disagreed, but his reasoning was selfish—he didn’t want to deal with a moody Empath. She chose Kind-Hearted, partially due to an ingrained fear of sociopathy.

	 

	Crow’s rise to Level 5 granted him a choice of new Skills as well. 

	
		
				Minefield:
Plan ahead and plant landmines or set them up when being chased, the choice is yours. 

				Specialization: Saboteur 
For those who know that sometimes, a battle can be decided before it has begun. Cripple your enemies and gain a homefield advantage in any situation.
 
Cooldown: 60 seconds
Effect: Set 3 proximity mines that detonate on your enemy for 18-21 (Physical) damage each.

		

		
				Cyclone Blades:
Sometimes even the stealthiest of Rogues find themselves surrounded by enemies. Obviously this isn’t ideal since you, as a Rogue, can’t wear heavy armor. So it is best to know how to escape, while mincing up your enemies in the process.

				Specialization: Escape Artist 
This Branch is for those that understand retreat is always an option. Live to fight another day.
 
Cost: 12% of maximum Angst
Damage (Physical): 21-24 
Radius of Damage: Six inch extension from blades

		

	

	

	Grey looked at the Landmine Skill with envy as his naturally strategic mind raced with its possibilities. At the same time, he already knew this Skill would likely never be something their party could utilize. It was obvious why. If he thought a Skill would be awesome, it was only natural that Crow would see otherwise. Not to mention, from what Grey had seen of the Rogue’s fighting style thus far, it had become readily apparent that he had about as much forethought as the average boulder.

	Crow smirked. “I’m going to get some serious blood-stains with this, and think how cool I’ll look!”

	As expected, the attention whore selected Cyclone Blades.

	Crow led the way and Damsel walked close behind him while Grey slogged behind, brooding over how behind he was. He focused on his EXP bar, which showed 889/900, and sighed. His grip loosened on his sword, its blade dropped forward, stuck into the ground, and the hilt drove into his thigh. Grey yelped, then blushed when he noticed Damsel glance over her shoulder and giggle. 

	 

	Damsel: You know, you’re kinda cute sometimes.

	Grey: Umm...can you pretend you just didn’t see that?

	Damsel: Not a chance ;)

	 

	He hadn’t even gotten over his embarrassment when they approached another grouping of enemies and obstacles. There were four mudpots, closely packed together, and on each narrow platform between them were two goats and one spider. The goats were different than the previous four-legged creatures. They looked like miniature Minotaurs. Their forelegs—now arms—were no longer traditional hooves, but ended in crescent blades. Grey Inspected them.

	 

	
		
				Evolved Goats:
They might not have discovered fire yet, but these bipedal goats wield weapons.

				Level 3
HP: 70/70

		

	

	 

	The Rogue dashed forward like a kid leaping stairs to rip open the presents under the tree.

	“Of course,” Grey muttered.  

	Crow jumped, planted his feet on the high bank, ran parkour-style around the first mudpot, then kicked off toward the goats and used Cyclone Blades. His arms thrust straight out, blade in each hand, and his body spun into a blur. The goats didn’t have time to bleat their dismay. 

	He ignored the spider, jumped to the vine, swung across, and kicked his feet forward and up to throw himself into a backflip. While flying upside down over the heads of the goats on the second platform he used Cyclone Blades again. The attack scalped one goat, but only cut the other’s horns off. Crow couldn’t be bothered to stick around to finish it off. Instead of landing on that platform, his spinning flip had carried him over to the vine that hung over the third mudpot. He grabbed hold of it, used his momentum to swing across, then flipped once more over the two goats. This time, he landed behind them and donned a cruel smirk, before gently tapping their shoulders. As they spun, Crow used Cyclone Blades again. They never stood a chance 

	The spider nearest the Rogue leapt for a bite, but two arrows from Damsel made sure that didn’t happen. Grey, somewhat happy that Crow had been too vain to bother finishing off every Evolved Goat, took care of one of the first pair with ease—it only required a single Slash—then swung across it to the hornless one and locked himself in battle there. 

	The Evolved Goat brought its bladed hand down toward Grey’s head, but the monster’s range was less than ideal. Grey stepped back, and when the axe-hoof passed his sternum, he quickly lifted his shield up and over the goat’s arm, then hit it at a downward angle, throwing his opponent off-balance. The goat stumbled forward and tried to swing his other axe, but Grey had already stepped to the side. Grey spun toward its back, kicked its ankle, then struck its head with the blunt side of his sword and followed that attack with a shield to its face. The evolved goat toppled face first into the mudpot. And, since mudpots in the Misty Forest aren’t picky eaters, it bubbled, boiled, and burped up the tenderized meat with the utmost joy. A prompt appeared in Grey’s vision.

	 

	Congratulations! You have reached Level 3.

	With each Level increase, your stats will be improved based on the actions you took to achieve the Level increase.

	 

	You have received 4 Stat Points to allocate at your discretion. 

	Allocate them within the next 24 hours or they will be allocated for you at random.

	 

	You have received 1 Skill Point! 

	 

	New Skills are now available.

	 

	Grey performed a Rocky-style fist pump in the air. Crow was already telling the Misnomer to hurry up, but Grey didn’t really care what his rival had to say. There was Leveling to be done. He suggested Crow make himself useful and check the various loot that illuminated the ground. Damsel chided her friend for being rude, but the Rogue just smirked and said, “Maybe you do have a backbone after all, noob.” 

	Grey pulled up his interface. He had learned from the mistake he’d made at Level 2 (starting with Stats before Skills) and toggled from the landing page over to the Skill Tree.

	 

	
		
				Overview

				Stats

				Skills

				Inventory

				Quests

				Social

		

	

	 

	
		
				Beast Mode:
Your body becomes as powerful as an armored bear. Accelerate in an instant. Energy swirls around you. Pummel your enemies!
 
 
 
 
Cost to Unlock: 2 Skill Points

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Damage: 17-19 (Physical) unarmed, 27-29 when based on weapon damage
Effects: 60% Chance to Knockback
Cooldown: 60 seconds
Duration: 5 seconds
Cost: For 5 seconds after Beast Mode’s duration is ended you become exhausted, and are 30% more susceptible to critical hits.

		

		
				Disrespectful Shout:
Unleash a vulgar word of power to draw your opponent’s attention away from your allies and onto you. (Words might not hurt the target physically or immediately, but there’s nothing like a well-crafted insult to imbue severe psychological DOT.)
 
Cost to Unlock: 1 Skill Point

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Effect: Taunts your target, causing it to focus its attacks on you for 10 seconds.
Cooldown: 15 seconds
Cost: 13 Khem

		

	

	 

	Grey read over the new Skills a few times. Both seemed useful. It ultimately came down to what direction he wanted to take. Although want wasn’t necessarily the right word. Beast Mode was easily ten times cooler. He could already picture himself speeding through enemies like a comet through the atmosphere, plowing them aside like they were peewee Pixelball Players trying to defend against a professional BPL halfback. But the 60-second cooldown combined with the five seconds of being dazed, as well as +30% chance to be hit with a crit was a high price for vanity. Besides, Crow already had that role filled. 

	Disrespectful Shout was the total opposite. If Beast Mode was a band’s Lead Bard, Disrespectful Shout was the bass player. Still, neither of his allies had any real defensive Skills to speak of, and someone had to play a support role. He sighed. Might as well be the Misnomer. 

	He looked at the cool Beast Mode Skill once more, like a guy looking at pictures of the one who got away,10 then selected and purchased Disrespectful Shout. 

	Feeling meh about his purchases, he toggled over to his Stats. He noticed that his Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution had all been improved by +2 when he reached Level 3, which he guessed had to have been from the activities he had engaged in while ascending the Misty Forest. There was the hike itself, which had left him winded multiple times, and that must’ve helped Constitution. The Dexterity was likely improved by all the acrobatics. Thinking on that, Grey had an idea—if each Stat could be specifically increased through deliberate practice then he should be able to make more progress with each Level than he’d originally thought. Sure, not Leveling as quickly as literally anyone else in all of Bitworld was a pain, but that didn’t necessarily mean he always had to be weaker.

	Maybe he wouldn’t have as many Skills to choose from, or meet the Level requirements for certain items, but at the very least, it was possible that he could keep up in the Stats department. Maybe even surpass the others. It would take work and experimentation though. He made a mental note to think on how to approach his practice as efficiently as possible when he wasn’t in the middle of a potentially hostile area.

	With his mind back on the current task, Grey returned to the unallocated Stat Points. Now that he had Shield Bash and Disrespectful Shout—and planned to use them frequently—Intelligence was the obvious choice. Improving his Intelligence would increase the rate at which his Khem would regenerate, allowing for higher utility in battle. Besides, with all the fighting he’d been doing (Strength), as well as hiking (Constitution), and traversing obstacles (Dexterity), he figured those were increasing fast enough on their own. He did consider allocating a few points to Charisma but brushed that thought aside as pure silliness—everyone knows Charisma is useless in a dungeon. He poured all four points into Intelligence, then looked over his Stats window with a sense of pride.

	 

	
		
				Overview

				Stats

				Skills

				Inventory

				Quests

				Social

				Settings

		

	

	 

	
		
				Strength (20): For battling bravely despite your lack of skill, you have received +2 Strength.
Intelligence (19): You have allocated 4 Stats Points into Intelligence, good thinking.
Dexterity (14): Your acrobatic prowess has improved to near-human levels, you have received +2 Dexterity.
Constitution (17): Rule #1: Cardio. You have received +2 Constitution. 
Charisma (12): No changes to report.

		

	

	 

	Grey closed his HI and caught up with his party members. Damsel was vomiting, kneeling off to the side of the trail with her hair pulled back. When Grey glanced over to Crow, he immediately realized why. Standing over the dismembered corpse of one of the Evolved Goats, the Rogue’s appearance had changed from comical to grotesque. Bedazzled Blade and Blade of the Forsaken had been replaced by two new weapons that looked remarkably like the sickled hooves previously belonging to the Evolved Goats; they were black bones and the base of the handles looked as though they’d been sawed from their arms. Along with that, the Rogue now wore a fleshy goat mask, like the one worn by Bitworld’s most infamous serial killer, Thanni’bal Slektor. 

	“I know,” Crow said, his voice a little muffled. “I look awesome, don’t I?”

	“Well,” Grey said, glancing over at Damsel. “If by ‘awesome’ you mean you have the ability to infect your allies with an Affirmed Status Condition, then sure.”

	Crow crossed his arms over his chest. “Pfft. You’re just jealous.”

	“Depends on the properties,” Grey said, objectively. He didn’t care about image at all. All that had ever mattered to him was how useful an item was, which is probably why the gods gave him a Class that limited his gear options so dramatically. “Let me Inspect them.”

	Crow did allow it, but the entire time he rambled off justifications. Grey didn’t blame him for doing so. Although the Goat’s Skull did provide a little boost to defense, the Sickled Hooves were serious downgrades from the Rogue’s previous weapons. 

	 

	
		
				Sickled Hoof:
There’s a difference between looting a corpse and dismembering one, you should talk to a therapist.

				Level Requirement: 3
Durability: 34/50
Quality: Below Average
Rarity: Common
Damage: 6-14 
Properties:

	● 11% chance to cause Torment



		

		
				Sickled Hoof:
There’s a difference between looting a corpse and dismembering one, you should talk to a therapist.

				Level Requirement: 3
Durability: 27/50
Quality: Below Average
Rarity: Common
Damage: 6-14 
Properties:

	● 11% chance to cause Torment



		

		
				Goat Head:
We, the gods, are not pleased by this. But whatever. I guess we shouldn’t expect anything less from a Branded “Hero.”

				Level Requirement: 3
Durability: 31/40
Defense: +15
Quality: Below Average
Rarity: Depends on your definition. Goat heads are Common, but sawing one off and dumping its contents to then use as a helmet...not so much. Verdict: Uncommon.
Properties: 

	● 13% chance to cause Torment



		

	

	 

	Grey sighed. “At least they have a chance to cause Torment.”

	“Even in party members,” Damsel said, cautiously approaching the group. “They’re gross.”

	“Whatever,” Crow retorted. 

	He went on to explain that he’d found a few Lesser Restoration Potions, 257 gold, and a bunch of meat they could cook up later. Grey looked down at the dismembered corpse and doubted he’d be hungry anytime soon. Still, checking his status bars, he knew that at some point he would need to eat. An idea struck him, though. 

	“Didn’t you say you picked up something for energy in town, Crow?”

	Crow nodded. As a class of humans that needed uppers just to keep from crashing into the pits of despair, Grey knew what he was asking. Crow smirked and produced six pills from his inventory, three orange tablets and three grainy capsules. He handed two to Grey and two to Damsel, who was only barely coming around from her ailments. Grey Inspected the items, simultaneously excited and a little afraid. 

	 

	
		
				Adenosine Blocker 
Adenosine is a chemical that plays a role in sleep cycles. When a hero grows tired, it is often due to adenosine flushing into the core. This little miracle capsule works by building a proverbial damn that blocks adenosine. 
Know this: while blocked, adenosine builds up and will eventually break through, causing a crash.
 

				Size: 100mg
Quality: Above Average
Rarity: Common
Item Type: OTC
Duration: Kicks in within 20-30 minutes. Lasts up to 3-4 hours.
Effects:

	● +20% to Constitution



		

	

	 

	
		
				Selective Neurotransmitter Accelerant:
A miracle pill that is often abused, this little wonder selectively recruits the neurotransmitters responsible for mood, focus, and energy, and upgrades their engine for faster delivery. 
Know this: fires that burn brighter also burn faster. 

				Size: 20mg
Quality: Above Average
Rarity: Uncommon
Item Class: Illegal without prescription
Duration: Kicks in within 15-20 minutes. Last for 2-3 hours.
Effects:

	● +11% to Intelligence

	● +14% to Charisma

	● +14% to Dexterity



		

	

	 

	Grey had never seen anything like them. Sure, he’d heard about potions that could improve Constitution for a period of time, but the Selective Neurotransmitter Accelerant was a seriously next-level stimulant. He should have approached the pills with caution, but that was something for future Grey to worry about. Present Grey saw only possibilities. With these, they could speed through the rest of the trail! He pulled out his Bottle of Limitless Mineral Water—an item all heroes start with, because hydration is important—popped the pills, and washed them down. 

	Damsel was a little more reluctant. Grey knew her. She’d want to know if they were organic, how he’d come across them, and so forth. She launched her barrage of questions with more tenacity than a world-weary detective trying to pin a series of murders on an innocent stoner, but Crow was no innocent stoner. Accustomed to questioning, he responded with the Bitworld equivalent of “I want my lawyer.” The only straightforward answer he provided was, “You can find anything in Bitworld, you just have to know where to look.”

	“You’re talking about the Backpages,” she said, fists clenched. “The Silk Road. That’s terrible. You know the darkness that looms there.” 

	“Maybe I do, maybe I don’t.”

	Grey walked out of earshot a little ways up the trail. Even though the party had only been together for a single day, he already knew they would take a while before the argument burnt out, so he took the time to ponder his own situation. The prophecy, his kidnapped mother, Deavios’s whereabouts, the card reading, and every other little mystery, it was impossible to pinpoint exactly which issue held the most validity in his mind, so he didn’t make much headway in solving any of them. 

	But that was how these things worked. The brain simply isn’t set up to focus on several things at once. As such, the only thing he managed some headway in was Deavios’s current status. With the Social Window pulled up, Grey reread their private messages, hoping his mentor had contacted him and that the notification had been missed.

	No such luck. 

	More unsettling, when he tried sending a message, all he got was a “User can’t be found.” 

	The Selective Neurotransmitter Accelerant chose that moment to kick in and he found himself fidgeting, tapping his toes to no beat whatsoever, grinding his teeth, and sprinting down the rabbit hole of Reports. That lasted until he received a prompt that he’d been affected by Anxiety. Groaning, he jumped to his feet and shouted, “Enough! Let’s go! I’m bored, and sitting here waiting for you to figure out trivialities while my mom is who knows where just gave me an Anxiety debuff! Damsel, you said it yourself, Crow is a Rogue. Of course, he knows how to navigate the Silk Road. Who cares?”

	Crow laughed through his goat-head helmet. “Looks like the pills kicked in.” He turned to Damsel. “We really should get going. Grey’s never had these before, and if he doesn’t move, he will go crazy.”

	An agreement was made, but mostly because Damsel could feel Grey’s anxious energy now that she wasn’t distracted by her previous interrogation. She decided against taking the pills herself. 

	While time travel is still considered impossible, there is a certain trick to changing the perception of time, so it feels like it’s been put on fast-forward. It involves the use of stimulants, such as those Crow had prescribed. Bitworld was put on a time lapse, and the night finally replaced the once slow-to-set sun. The trail darkened, shadows no longer contrasted starkly with light. The trees stood, silent obstacles in the night, and the black mudpots were all but invisible. Even so, the party swept through the remaining miles with little problem. 

	Well, Crow swept through it with ease. Grey was a different story. 

	The young—and under-the-influence—Misnomer made quite a few stupid decisions due to his chemically indunced overconfidence. At one point he tried to emulate Crow, and front flipped over a particularly large mudpot. For good measure, he attempted to spin as well. It did not go as well as he would have hoped. He looked more like an action figure tossed by temper-tantruming gnomish toddler than any semblance of an adept athlete. Halfway over the mudpot, his body started falling. The only thing that saved him was that he used Shield Bash to block an incoming attack, which produced just enough recoil from its knockback effect to propel him the rest of the way. 

	Damsel kept a close watch on him after that. On several occasions she had to shoot down goats and spiders that Grey had hit once but neglected to finish off, because he thought he’d gained some critical hit superpower. He was so focused on his perceived awesomeness that he never experimented with Shield Bash, even though it would have come in clutch the time he launched himself between six Evolved Goats and three spiders. That went about as expected. He was on the floor getting pummeled in seconds, and despite his Health plummeting at a rapid rate, he still talked trash to the monsters—in between winces of pain and agony. Naturally, Crow had trekked up ahead and was too busy relishing in his backstabs and new Cyclone Blades Skill to bother saving anyone. So, as the Empath had predicted, she had to play babysitter. 

	Luckily, best friends always get a lucky boost to all stats when the main hero is in trouble due to their own stupidity. With her new Kind-Hearted passive in full effect, she fired off a steady torrent of Love Arrows. When the last goat fell, Grey jumped to his feet, and despite only having 23/170 HP left, pumped his fist in the air and yelled, “Did you see me kill them, Damsel? Did you?”

	Damsel sighed. “Yes, Grey. Good job.”

	After that, she didn’t just keep close watch on him. She cut a vine from one of the trees and tied it to his waist like a mother trying to keep her child from wandering off in a crowd. When he asked why, she told him it was for protection, to which he blushed and agreed that he was pretty great at protecting others. 

	“Oh, absolutely,” she said with teeth-clenched smile. “I’m so lucky you’re here.” 

	To say the least, if there was an MVP award for every level in an adventure, Damsel deserved it for this one. Since there wasn’t, she settled on reaching Level four. 
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	The party scrambled up a steep gradient and stopped as it leveled out. Here, slate outcrops overwhelmed the thinning forest, and mossy cliffs rose from the path on either side. A wide staircase jutted from the stone ahead of them, its cracked stone steps covered with vines and moss. Situated at the top, on both sides, stood two dark obelisks of crude making. Both appeared as though they had been in an eternal battle for territory with the forest, and they were losing. 

	Clouds—one evil grouping, specifically—had traveled off in a totally different direction, freeing up the sky so the moon and stars could hold their nightly competition of ‘Who Can Shine Brighter.’ Occasionally, the challenger known as lag threw the whole contest out of whack, flashing micro-lines of binary across the night sky.

	Grey leaned up against one of the obelisks and tried to calm his racing heart; an hour and a half into the duration of his pills, it had finally dawned on him that he was, in fact, very high. His Stamina replenished, refilling the bar to maximum, as he rested. He noticed that the edge of his Stamina bar seemed to pulse, like it may be too full. So, he paced. 

	Damsel plopped down on the ground with her back against one of the cliff walls and ran her fingers over the mossy stone. Crow unequipped his goat-skull helmet and lit a cigarette. 

	“Make sure to equip any items you think you’ll need, and all that.” The Rogue gestured toward the stairs with his cigarette. “There’s probably a Boss battle up ahead, and we won’t be able to access anything besides potions once it starts.”

	“A Boss battle...already?” Grey asked, unsure whether he was afraid or excited, or perhaps both. The drug-induced nervous energy was confusing. “I thought we wouldn’t face one until, like, the end of the dungeon.”

	Crow took another drag and shrugged. “Surprise.”

	In preparation for the battle to ensue, Grey did absolutely nothing. There was really nothing he could do. He only had the Shield of the Misnomer and his Crude Runic Sword, after all. Crow reequipped the Goat’s Head, replaced his Nykie Retcons with the Moon Boots, then switched his sickled hooves out for Blade of the Forsaken and Bedazzled Blade. (It’s one thing to prioritize coolness when grinding, but it’s entirely different when facing a Boss.) To that, Damsel sighed in half-relief.

	“At least you got rid of the sickles,” Damsel said, sighing in relief. “Still wish you’d do something about that head, though.”

	“It’s the only helmet I have. I doubt it could Torment a Boss, but a little defense never hurt.”

	Grey scoffed. Some Rogue he is. Caring about defense, pfft. He knew it made sense, but was still miffed that Crow got to pick and choose his gear while Grey couldn’t use, well, anything. 

	They climbed the staircase and stopped before a narrow arena littered with small clusters of egg sacs. Massive stone walls enclosed the arena, lined with spider webs, a multitude of torches, and was topped with decrepit trees. At the far end, an enormous spider web blocked the only exit.

	“Well,” Crow said. “That’s probably not great.”

	The ground shook. Fragments of the walls fell. A shrill percussion of arrhythmic eighth notes resonated from everywhere at once, growing louder with each second. The three took a step back as a massive mutation skittered into view above them, straddling the two walls between four pairs of spindly legs. It had an arachnid base, an anthropomorphic torso covered in matted, black fur. It’s human-like arms had hooves the shape of thick axes. It had a goat’s head and blue flames burning behind its eyes; the sort of creature so hideous that if a chimera-friendly high school exists somewhere, even its peers would have said, ‘You can’t sit with us.’

	Grey’s Inspect ability offered some insight into what they were facing.

	 

	
		
				Coziosm:
A repulsive result of evil experimentation in years past, Coziosm escaped the Shaotuck lab where it was created and resides now on the Misty Mountain. 

				Level: 6
Health: 250/250
Disposition: Hostile
Respawn time: N/A

		

	

	 

	No sooner than he’d finished Inspecting his target, the informational table disappeared and was replaced with a Health bar. The Health bar remained at the top of Grey’s vision even when he wasn’t looking for it. 

	 

	Coziosm—HP: 250/250

	
		
				 

		

	

	 

	Coziosm peered down at them, sharpening his axed hooves against the top of the stone wall. The heroes looked up at the chimera, each with their own distinctive reactions.

	“How grossly confusing,” Crow said. “I mean, seriously? Spiders, then goats, now…”

	            “Spider-Goat,” Damsel interjected, hand cupped over her mouth and trembling. 

	“Shaotuck? Isn’t that…” Grey didn’t finish. Crow sprang forward, cutting him short.

	The rogue dashed off, vanishing into wisps of black smoke. Grey was getting real tired of him doing that. 

	Coziosm jumped down to the arena floor, his impact causing the egg sacks littered throughout to burst open. Dozens of basketball sized spiders spilled out of the sacks and moved as one toward the adventurers. Grey Inspected one of the creatures and was relieved to find they were only Level 1. Still, if even one of them were to get close enough, a bite would cause a poison debuff - at least it would if the green liquid oozing from their mandibles was any indication. With Crow still in stealth, Grey made a move to prevent that from happening. 

	He lunged forward, shield held in front of him to meet the charge, and triggered Shield Bash - targeting the area in front of him rather than any single enemy. With his heart pounding in fear and excitement, Grey released the Shield Bash a little early. The 5 foot radius of the Skill did manage to down ten or so of the spiders stampeding in his direction with the single blow, though. Unfortunately, Grey was forced to jump back to avoid a bite from the preternaturally fast, eight-legged monsters. And then Crow came back into view, engaging Coziosm behind the horde of underlings. 

	Grey swept his sword in a wide arc in front of him, slicing limbs and mandibles from several spiders as he backpedaled. Damsel’s Love Arrows flew over his shoulders and into the spiders as Grey continued sweeping his sword horizontally. 

	“I’ll finish these,” he told her. “Get a Love Arrow on the Boss to slow it down for Crow.”

	Damsel’s face made it clear that she didn’t trust Grey, still hopped up on Crow’s pills, but she nodded and strafed to her left to get in range. A handful of the little monsters gave chase but Grey moved to intercept them, unleashing a second Shield Bash when they were within the 5 foot range. Tiny shrieks of pain accompanied them to the grave and Grey whirled back to the thinning group. With a mere 9 HP each, he finished off the remaining arachnids in short order. 

	Grey rushed past Damsel to join Crow. In the time it had taken him to kill the spiders, Crow had taken down Cozoism’s Health down to 179/250. Seeing that the Rogue’s Health and Stamina were both below half, Grey knew what he had to do to keep the fight going their way. He fired a quick instant message to the party, letting them know that he would distract the Boss so Crow could drink a potion or two to recover. Then he took the opportunity to unleash his newest Skill, Disrespectful Shout.

	“Kummerspeck!” he shouted. 

	Kummerspeck? Is Disrespectful Shout’s programming set to another language or something?

	Whatever kummerspeck meant, though, it worked. Coziosm turned away from Crow and skittered toward Grey on eight long, creepy legs. In a flash, two axe-shaped forelegs were coming down on him. Grey jumped back, barely dodging the first, and raised his shield to block the second. The impact of the blow shook him and stung his arm, but he didn’t take any damage. A well placed Love Arrow from Damsel struck the chimera in the throat and Grey slashed and stabbed with his sword. A second later and Crow rejoined the melee, stabbing daggers into Cozoism’s vulnerable abdomen. When the chimera’s Health dropped under 125/250, Coziosm sprayed webbing in every direction. Grey, Damsel, and Crow were each hit with a nasty debuff.

	 

	You have been ensnared by Coziosm’s web! 

	You will be unable to move for 10 seconds.

	 

	With the party ensnared, Coziosm jumped to the top of the arena walls and skittered out of sight. Seconds later, twelve spiders slowly slid down silk threads. They were larger than the first brood and each had a bright red marking on its back shaped like a human skull. The debuff time elapsed as the spiders reached ground level. Grey and Crow took position between Damsel and about 100 legs.

	Grey slashed, Crow stabbed, and Damsel fired arrows. One of her arrows missed her target horribly and landed instead in the back of Crow’s leg.

	He pulled it out, then turned and scowled. “Seriously?”

	“Oops,” she said with a cute smile. She casually fired another arrow, which also missed its target. “It’s my Dexterity. I’m trying, okay?”

	“Guys, focus?” Grey requested.

	Coziosm made his second appearance, jumping back down to the arena floor with dozens of smaller spiders attached to his abdomen. When he landed, the swarm of spiderlings bounced off of his body. The spiders lurched forward with jerky movements toward the heroes, advancing from all sides. 

	Grey followed in Crow’s footsteps as the Rogue slashed a path through them. And then Crow vanished, leaving only a cloud of inky black smoke behind. 

	If I die right now, I am so going to kill him. 

	Surrounded by spiders, Grey used Shield Bash. Several of the nightmare monsters died and the rest were knocked back, giving Grey more room to swing his sword around like a wild man. And swing he did. His sword cut through legs, abdomens, eyes, and even split a few spiders in two. Grey used another Shield Bash, finishing off nearly all of Coziosm’s reinforcements. A pair of Love Arrows zipped past him, pinning the final two spiderlings to the floor. Grey stabbed them in turn, then turned to check on Crow. 

	The Rogue was going to town on the Boss but, by the looks of it, had been taking as good as he gave. Blood dripped from several cuts and his Goat’s Head helmet had sustained a wide crack down the middle. His Health was running low. Grey used Disrespectful Shout again to give Crow time to heal himself up and get back in the fight. 

	“Whisker Biscuit!” 

	Coziosm turned on him and charged. Crow did not use the distraction to heal himself, however. Instead, the Rogue jumped on Coziosm’s back and slid both daggers into the back of the chimera’s humanoid torso. Coziosm fell hard into Grey. The Boss landed so hard in fact, that it sent out a shockwave of air that knocked Damsel to her butt. The terrible sounds of Crow’s daggers being repeatedly thrust into, and subsequently yanked out of Coziosm caused Grey to hurl. Unfortunately, that hurl was caught by a thick layer of webbing that shot from the Boss as Coziosm pushed himself back to his feet. The puke-covered webbing coated Grey from head to toe.

	 

	You have been ensnared by Coziosm’s web! 

	Full ensnarement has increased the duration to 15 seconds of immobility.

	 

	Crap. 

	He tried looking over at Damsel but it was no use. His only option was to watch helplessly as Coziosm lifted his axe-shaped limbs to end Grey’s life. Then Crow reappeared—above and to the left of the Boss—jumping through the air with his blades raised. 

	Like an ice climber catching himself by driving his picks into the ice, Crow stabbed his left-hand blade down into Coziosm’s neck. He swung and performed the same movement on the right side. With both blades lodged into either side of the Boss’s neck, he used his momentum to jerk Coziosm’s head sideways and downward. Coziosm’s legs skittered, his arms flailed, and he toppled over and onto his side.

	With four seconds left before the ensnarement would end, Grey gasped in awe. That acrobatic attack had taken the Boss’s HP down to 19/250. Somehow Crow hadn’t fallen off, and was now standing on the Boss’s head with blades raised, between twin fountains of blood. But just as he went in for a killing blow, Coziosm swung one axe-hand upward. As agile as the Rogue was, not even he could evade inevitability. He turned his head, cursed and took the attack directly in the chest. His limp body flew across the arena and skidded across the ground leaving a streak of blood in its wake.

	A prompt appeared on Grey’s HI, saying one of his party members had died. There was a ‘more information’ icon as well, but he didn’t have time to read it.

	Grey’s hands were clammy and his fingers trembled on the hilt of his sword. His ensnarement came to an end and Grey got to his feet, then charged the Boss with the last of the overconfidence he’d gained from Crow’s stimulant pills. A pair of Love Arrows thunked into Coziosm before Grey reached melee range, bringing the Boss down to 4/250 Health. Grey hurled his sword at the chimera and, predictably, the pointy end was not the end that contacted the Boss. Luckily, the blunt force of the sword’s handle, paired with another Love Arrow, was enough to end the fight.

	Coziosm slumped, and died. 



	




	[image: Image]

	 

	Congratulations! You have defeated Coziosm!

	You have received 550 EXP.

	 

	Congratulations! You have reached Level 4.

	With each Level increase, your stats will be improved based on the actions you took to achieve the Level increase.

	 

	You have received 4 Stat Points to allocate at your discretion. 

	Allocate them within the next 24 hours or they will be allocated for you at random.

	 

	You have received 1 Skill Point! 

	 

	New Skills are now available.

	 

	Grey read the prompts as he scoured the area surrounding Coziosm’s fading corpse. As excited as he was to do some self-progression, though, the loot scattered across the ground had a tighter grip on his attention. He collected a total of 420 gold, some things he did recognize—two Lesser Restoration Potions, and one Restoration Potion—as well as a few things he didn’t. He Inspected the unfamiliar items.

	 

	
		
				Nootropic Energy Drink:
Energy Drinks differ from Restoration Potions in that they are more enjoyable, and depending on Brand, have slightly different effects as well as efficacy. 
Benefits: 

	● +19% to Stamina Regeneration



	○ 3-4 hour duration



	● +11 to Intelligence



	○ 3-4 hour duration



				Quantity: 4
Brand: Trustworthy
Quality: Average
Flavor: Fairy Fruit
Primary ingredients:

	● Caffeine

	● Dynamine

	● Theacrine

	● Huperzine A


 

		

	

	 

	
		
				Sapphire Gemstone:
 

				Quantity: 1
Quality: Above Average
Rarity: Uncommon
Properties: 

	● +5% Chance to Cause Freeze

	● +4-5 Cold Damage


 

		

	

	 

	
		
				Toe Shoes:

				Level Requirement: 4
Quality: Average
Rarity: Common
Properties:

	● +15 to Dexterity

	● 12% Resource Reduction and Cooldown (Rogue only)


 

		

	

	 

	
		
				You have received: Silk Parasol Crossbow
(Empath Exclusive)
 
Woven by the arachnid Coziosm himself, this weapon can be used for range or melee, and is as lovely as anything on the market. He truly was an artist, in his own way.
 

				Level Requirement: 3
Durability: 45/45
Ranged Attack: 12-13
Attack Speed: 1.25/second
Forgery: High Quality Silk
Quality: Excellent
Rarity: Epic
Weight: 3.1 lbs
 
Properties:

	● Unlimited arrows (This bow magically creates a new arrow each time one is fired)

	● +9 to Charisma



		

	

	 

	
		
				You have received: Floral Sundress
(Empath Exclusive)
 
Perfect for nice summer days, or a dungeon grind, this dress was woven with both weapon resistance and beauty in mind. It’s a perfect fit to be pretty without feeling like you are in a harem story, and loose enough so you can move unhindered. When you look at the attention to details—flowers and stitching—you can tell a lot of thought went into this.
 

				Level Requirement: 3
Durability: 70/70
Defense: +17
Forgery: High Quality Silk
Quality: Excellent
Rarity: Epic
Properties:

	● +10 to Charisma

	● +5% chance to dodge



		

	

	 

	Of course. 

	Aside from the energy drinks, the only item he could use was the sapphire gemstone. There weren’t any Rogue items either though, but Grey figured that was probably because the Rogue died before they finished off the Boss. Upon comparing the sapphire’s properties to the current gemstone in his sword, it was clear that even with the potential freeze, the sapphire would be a downgrade. He sighed. Across the arena, Damsel stood biting her nails. He approached her and handed over the new items. 

	“For me?” she said. “Thanks!”

	She equipped the Silk Parasol Crossbow. The circular canopy was pink and an ornate pattern of white spider silk covered its top. An arrowhead protruded in the middle, and the rest of the bolt was apparent along a notch in the parasol’s pole. The canopy’s ribbing connected to the two-foot-long pole, forming both the structure and a curved bowstring. 

	Grey thought on the Silk Parasol Crossbow’s properties as well as her current offhand “weapon,” the Quiver of Infinitum; it had been useful when she’d had her trainer’s bow since she’d had to pull arrows from the Quiver and it supplied an infinite amount of ammo. That had been its only real perk, though. Now that her crossbow could conjure its own ammunition, Quiver of Infinitum just seemed redundant. That was the problem with off-hand weapons for Ranger Classes, getting a crossbow without a new off-hand item to compliment it—like a second crossbow—could be tedious. They’d need to find her a replacement for the quiver.

	Damsel also equipped the Floral Sundress and clapped with glee. As she twirled around, the dress flowed outward like a daisy being blown through a meadow on a calm summer’s day and when she spun her new parasol, Grey thought he saw little rainbows casting around her. Were it not for the Bit Academy baseball cap, the denim trucker jacket, leggings with holes in the knees, and the combat boots, she could’ve fit into a high society gathering. Still, to Grey, she was the most beautiful, well dressed girl in all of Bitworld. He’d heard tales about hot elves and what not, but that was only in the lamer stories he’d read, typically written by authors he felt never had a friend like Damsel.

	His adoration was interrupted by a macabre laugh behind him, and when he turned, he saw Crow sitting on one of the shorter sections of wall near the arena’s entrance. The Goat’s Head helmet was gone. Hunched over, he lifted a cigarette to his lips with slightly trembling hands. “That was the most excruciatingly boring Boss battle I’ve ever seen.” 

	Gritting his teeth, Grey approached his rival, thinking of several insulting retorts. There were so many options, and all were equally about as likely to elicit a positive result as punching a cave troll. 

	 

	Damsel: Grey, be nice. He just died.

	Grey: That doesn’t give him an excuse to be a bunghole.

	Damsel: We all cope in different ways.

	Grey: Being a bunghole isn’t a coping mechanism.

	Damsel: He’s a Rogue.

	Grey: Yeah...okay, I guess you’re right.

	Crow: You anuses sent this over the group chat. 

	 

	“Well,” Grey stammered, rubbing the back of his head. “That’s, erm, awkward.”

	Damsel smiled nervously. “How you holding up, Crow?”

	Crow took a long drag of his cigarette and acted like something had gotten in his eye. Which was partially true. Some show of weakness in the form of understandable emotions like fear and sorrow had magically appeared as a few tears. “I’m fine.” 

	Despite the fact that Crow had died, Grey cared far more about sating his curiosity about death than he did his rival’s well-being. Even if he had cared, though, it wouldn’t have mattered. Just as races and classes have natural boosts to a stat or inherent abilities, genders have percentage-based attributes—most of which aren’t foretold. For example, males start with a 94% Chance to stand awkwardly when other males are going through emotional trauma. Grey bypassed that and tried to be helpful. To take Crow’s mind off it. He asked his rival what dying was like, and when Crow offered a scowl as his only response, Grey clarified. “I meant the logistics of death. Like, where you go, what did you lose, did you see how many respawns you have left?”

	“Grey…” Damsel scolded. “Be considerate.”

	“I am! I’m considerately trying to understand more about death so we can...ummm...all be more prepared in the future?”

	Crow wasn’t having any of that. He finished his cigarette, and equipped another. Grey sent him a private message.

	 

	Grey: I have something for you, new shoes. 

	Grey: I would part with them if you shared a death Report  with me.

	 

	A wash of emotions swept over the Rogue’s face, but Grey had a hard time reading them. 

	He took out his earbuds. “Sharing the file with you now.” 

	Grey smiled and passed over his part of the trade. “Here are your shoes.”

	 

	
		
				New Data Entry Available. The Logistics of Death.

		

		
				 
Foreword: If there’s anything we—as gods—hate, it’s the whole speculatory aspect that surrounds the mystery of an afterlife. Do not mistake us, we love mystery as much as the next god, but when one question (what happens when we die?) allows for those with a high Charisma—and even higher lust for power—to trick those with lesser Intelligence, it can lead to technical malfunctions, such as war and zealotry. So let’s put a stop to that right here. 
 
Initial Death: Upon dying, you become a ghost. You cannot contact those still alive, and they cannot contact you. You can, however, see how your death has affected them. Your corpse will remain in place until it either decays, or until it is feasted on by your enemies. 
 
Respawn: If alone, you will respawn once the area surrounding your corpse is no longer in a hostile environment. There is no respawn point available other than your corpse. Corpses are available for 24 hours. If you are not able to return to your corpse in that span of time, you will not respawn. A virus will be uploaded into your SourceCode—often referred to as a soul—and you will cease to exist. There is nothing magical about this. You do not become one with Bitworld. You do not come back as an animal of your choosing. You most certainly do not get to come hang out with Us. You will see a red ring. Inside it there will be text. /End Program/ That is it. Read this again if you are confused on the matter. 
 
Note: alternatively, if you are traveling with a party, you can respawn at their location. But only if the area surrounding them is free of hostiles.
 
Cost of Death: You lose all Experience Points gained since your last Level (this includes Stat Specific Experience). You also lose all loot received since gaining last Level. Items lost between death and respawn become property of the Afterlife and will be reprogrammed to exist elsewhere in Bitworld. Gold is repurposed and sent to charity. As such, these Items cannot be retrieved. 
 
Miscellaneous Notes: There is a 60% chance of being inflicted with Phantom Pain upon returning. There is also an 84% chance of PTSD. You may receive a new title—i.e. Branded—dependent on cause of death. Each hero is preprogrammed with a set number of respawns. This number is randomized. In other words, dying in Bitworld is similar to playing Russian Roulette. Try to avoid it if at all possible.

		

		
				End Report: Knowledge is power. +13 EXP for reading. 

		

	

	      

	Grey finished reading and looked over at Crow. The first thing he noticed was, of course, that the Toe Shoes were a stylistic upgrade. The next thing he noticed was that the Rogue was feeding a length of thick vinery into the quasi-invisible Inventory (it resembled feeding a plumbing snake down a Port-a-Potty). Crow wore a smug expression, which didn’t seem to fit in with his face’s usual angsty decorum.

	“When did you grab vines?” Grey asked.

	Crow slipped the rest of the vine in and slapped his hands together. “I’m sneaky.”

	With the way now clear of webbing and more importantly, Coziosm, the heroes ascended the craggy stone staircase at the far end. They had to walk in a staggered line, for the way was narrow—Crow in the front, Grey behind him, and Damsel at the rear, mainly because she kept stopping to look for herbs. 

	Although Crow had suggested they wait to do their self-progression until reaching the next milestone where they’d have some guaranteed safety, Grey was too excited about the potential of Level 4’s offerings on his Skill Tree. Keeping one hand on the side of the walls so he didn’t miss one of the winding staircase’s turns and smack his face into one of the rocky protrusions, he focused on the icon that’d been subtly blinking and pulled up his Hero Interface to take a look. 

	 

	 

	
		
				Two Sword Strike:
Upon striking a foe, a phantom sword will appear to strike the nearest enemy.
 
Cost to Unlock: 1 Skill Point

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Regenerates +6 Khem
Effect: A phantom copy of your sword appears and matches the damage of the first sword strike.

		

	

	 

	
		
				Shield Stun:
Improves the Skill ‘Shield Bash’ by extending its area of effect by 3 feet and adding a chance to stun affected enemies.
 
Cost to Unlock: 2 Skill Points

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Cost: 25 Khem
Effect: causes Knockback to enemies and deals 21-23 (Physical) damage to all enemies within a 8 foot radius. Enemies struck by Shield Stun have a 25% chance to be stunned for 3 seconds.

		

	

	       

	A branch snapped back and thwacked him in the face. Crow, of course, had done it on purpose. “See? You should have waited. PvE is unpredictable.” 

	Grey was feeling a little more testy than usual, likely due to the stimulants wearing off. Rubbing his forehead and cursing under his breath, Grey returned to decision making in order to stop himself from attacking the Rogue. He thought about the new offerings from his Skill tree, and considered the cost to unlock each. Because he only received a single Skill Point per Level, he only had two real options. He could save his Skill Point until Level 5, then purchase either Shield Stun or Beast Mode or he could unlock Two Sword Strike now, which would be convenient for regenerating all the Khem he used when employing his other purchased Skills. Grey wasn’t sure now was the time to be frugal.11 Immediate gratification had to come into play sooner or later—typically sooner, by definition at least. Ultimately, he wasn’t psyched about either of the new Skills. Even though he knew the Skill Tree really didn’t start branching out until Level 10, and knew why,12 it still bothered him. Cursing under his breath, he pictured his mother tied up as the evil wizard’s hostage, and clenched his fists. 

	How am I supposed to save her with these?

	Trying to calm himself, since his mother had always told him anger never made for intelligent decisions, he stopped focusing on how the Skills would help just him, and considered how they’d work with the others too. Crow had proven to be best for one-on-one battles, and that had been fine so far, but Grey wanted to be a bigger factor in their battles. He went back and forth for three minutes or so before finally turning to Damsel. 

	She had that same look on her face he’d had when looking over his own Skill Tree, so he figured she, too, must’ve decided not to wait until later. He reached carefully through what he figured was her Interface, and before he managed to tap her shoulder, she jumped and exclaimed several words while swiping her interface away. 

	“Sheesh Grey, you can’t do that. It looked like a hand coming out of nowhere, like the gods had decided to glitch me forever or something.”

	“Oh,” he gulped. “Do you know what Skill you’re selecting?”

	              “I picked Everybody Loves You. It doesn’t have a great duration, but it will enchant any unintellectual foe to fall in love with me and be immobilized. I felt I could buy you guys some time that way.” Briefly, she looked a little bashful. “Sorry, I should have asked you first.” 

	Grey took a peek at it.

	 

	
		
				Everybody Loves you:
Love makes people do crazy things. 

				Specialization: Empath
Cost: 55 Compassion
Effect: causes all enemies within a 20 foot range to fall in love with the caster, reducing their movement speed by 66.6% as they slow to get a better look. 
Duration: 5 seconds
Cooldown: 20 seconds

		

	

	 

	              “No, no, that’s great. I didn’t really know what to pick, this way I can base my choice off yours.”

	“Oh,” she beamed. “Good thinking.”

	Silence fell over the party. It took a moment, but Damsel eventually broke through and asked what the sudden shift in emotions was all about. (It’s well-known that the best Seers are always blind. It helps them to See. Empaths aren’t much different. But theirs is an exchange of Intuition for the ability to perceive obvious tells, like someone cursing under their breath.)

	They returned to their hike. Grey selected and purchased Two-Sword Strike, still a little reluctant, then swept away the Skill Tree and went over his Stats. 

	 

	
		
				Overview

				Stats

				Skills

				Inventory

				Quests

				Social

				Settings

		

	

	 

	
		
				Strength (22): You have received +2 Strength for your valiant and foolish bravery.
Intelligence (21): You have received +2 Intelligence for the strategy employed and pattern recognition in your battle with Coziosm.
Dexterity (15): You were ambitious in your failed attempts to practice agility. But at least you tried! +1 Point to Dexterity.
Constitution (19): You have received +2 Constitution from all that running for your life you did!
Charisma (12): No changes to report.
 

		
				You have 4 Available Stat Points
Allocate your Stat Points in the next 24 hours or they will be allocated for you

		

	
 

		

	

	 

	Perhaps it was the fact that he noticed his Stamina bar had been drained during the past ten minutes of hiking. Perhaps it had been seeing Crow die, or perhaps it was having learned more about death in general. Whatever the cause, Grey had never been so tempted to invest everything into Constitution as he was now. There was the thought that being well-rounded was important, and he certainly wanted to increase everything, but he couldn’t shake the Death & Respawn Report. Particularly the part about how any life could be his last. 

	Before impulse-investing in Constitution, however, he considered there was more to staying alive than a vast Health pool. This caused an additional set of dilemmas. Wasn’t the best way to stay alive killing foes before they killed you? Since his Skills as a Misnomer so far were melee-based, he would need Strength to do that. It seemed logical. He sighed. There was also the fact that he’d been bound to a shield right from the start, which he felt certain implied he probably wasn’t meant to be an all-out offensive hero—despite how appealing being the badass was. 

	Grey considered what Stats would best keep him alive from a defensive standpoint. Constitution, obvious. Dexterity, for the first time, seemed useful too—being able to take a hit was great, but not being hit at all was ideal. Charisma? He scoffed. Not like he’d ever just convince a brainless foe not to kill him. Strength seemed obvious, but it was already one of his higher stats so he wasn’t sure how much to invest there. Intelligence caused him to pause though. It would add some resistance against magic based attacks in addition to increasing Khem regeneration rate. Then again, he thought, they hadn’t come up on any magic users yet. Besides, his Intelligence was even higher than his Strength. 

	Finally, he came to a decision. Of the three stats he felt would be best at keeping him alive, Dexterity was currently the lowest. He allocated 2 points there, then put 1 into Constitution and 1 into Strength. 

	A prompt appeared, asking if he was sure. He sighed. After that much consideration he figured he damn well better be. Then he second guessed himself, took a point from Dexterity and added it to Strength. The prompt asked again. He switched back to his original allocations. He closed his eyes and didn’t so much as select “yes” as he did press it like someone might when clipping the wire on a bomb.

	Congratulating himself on not having a total mental breakdown over a simple Stat allocation, something occurred to him. Filled with curiosity, he swept over to his Inventory and expanded the details on Shield of the Misnomer. His jaw dropped. 

	 

	
		
				Shield of the Misnomer
Forged by Binary Blessings of Zero, Shield of the Misnomer Levels with the hero it binds to. As you grow, so too does this magical item.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cannot be sold or traded - Bound to Source

				Level: 04
Defense: + 44
Durability: 46/51
(Shield of the Misnomer will repair itself slowly over time)
Rarity: Legendary
Quality: Superb
Properties:
❖      +25% chance to block
❖      +13% chance to counter
❖      +14% resistance to elemental damage
❖      +1 Strength
❖      +1 Constitution

		

	

	 

	

	While he hadn’t necessarily doubted that the item would follow its description, he had strongly questioned the possibility. He’d never thought of himself as lucky. But looking at the increase in the shield’s Level, stats, and properties forced a huge, childish grin to cover his face. And if that wasn’t enough, he could swear the shield was changing. Whereas it’d been a mere wooden buckler when he’d first received it, it was now a mere wooden buckler with hints of higher quality. 

	In the many natural lines of the wood, there were five thin streams of sinuous metal. It wasn’t much, but nonetheless, it did provide Grey with a spark of hope. Even if his Interface reflection displayed a Level 4 error who still wore the same baggy sweatshirt, jeans, and sneakers, at least his shield was showing some change. And that’d do for now. 

	Settling back into the journey up the staircase, Grey followed Crow as Damsel picked flowers below. The party climbed on. As the elevation gain increased, the stench from the forest gave way to crisp mountain air. The trees grew sparser, and after ascending for what felt like a mile, the air thinned noticeably. Grey swallowed a Lesser Restoration Potion, recovering 25% of his Stamina in one go, and Crow muttered something about quitting smoking (while smoking). He smiled at Damsel behind him. A light had crossed her soft face. She blushed and asked if she had something on her face. He grew sheepish, and told her it was nothing, that he was just checking on her. 

	With Crow in the lead, they climbed another one hundred steps. There, the walls began growing shorter, and Grey could finally see the surface of them only a few feet over his head. Staring ahead, the way the stairs rose to converge with the walls—where the two structures finally met—reminded him of his old art class. Triangles and studies in perspective.

	They reached the end of the stairs and took their first steps onto a flat, rocky surface, patched with snow and black ice in some areas. Grey threw on his hood as the gales of frost and mist knifed through the fabric and into his every pore. Shivering, he squinted. And, as is the case with most dramatic revelations, the blizzarding wind parted just enough for him to get a good view of what lay ahead; a rock face stretched to towering heights. Cracks wrinkled its sunken appearance as though the years of beating wind had aged it considerably. And in the middle was a mouth. Taller than it was wide, it didn’t appear to be screaming so much as it did wailing some twisted lamentation over those who’d lost their lives within.

	“It’s sad,” Damsel confirmed.

	“It’s a mountain,” Crow scolded.

	“You’re a mountain,” she retorted.

	“That doesn’t even make sense.”

	“Sure, it does. It means you don’t have any emotions... hex you, Crow.”

	He folded his arms and smirked.
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	The heroes, and Misnomer, needed some rest after the long day of adventuring. Damsel rested with her head on a pink pillow and wrapped her body in a soft blanket, likely dreaming about wondrous shiny things. Crow was a different story. Once the pills had worn off, the dam they’d built to block his adenosine broke and all the chemicals responsible for sleepiness flooded his system. 

	Grey had not been so lucky, though. His mind wasn’t nearly as at ease as Damsel’s, so coaxing it to shut up for a while wasn’t an option. He also didn’t have the same immunity to the stimulants that Crow had, so instead of the dam breaking, it just cracked. Sleepiness leaked through with just enough force to exhaust him, but not so much that he could overcome his restless mind.

	The point at which they rested resembled an entryway belonging to someone who didn’t want guests, but due to a socialite spouse, found themself in the thralls of hosting parties—formal, with all the necessary decorations, but without any measure of personal touch. Directly in front of the massive entrance there was, in fact, a welcome mat. It didn’t actually say welcome, but it did offer the general idea. 

	On the far right side of the platform, three miniature versions of dormant volcanos grouped together. There was one for Health, one for Stamina, and another for restoring a hero’s respective magic source. To the left, where the party members settled in for the night, was a tall spire. It emitted waves of faint phosphorescence, like moonlight coming out of a humidifier. 

	Grey sat beside his sleeping allies on a rock bench that protruded from the wall. Sword in hand, he hunched over and notched crude shapes into the ground with shaky hands. He wasn’t much of an artist, but they symbolized the cards he’d been read earlier that day. At least, the ones he could remember. 

	Snake around a key, black pawn, dark mountain, white and gold guy, and...what was the last one? 

	This question had loomed in the back of his mind all day, and what annoyed him most wasn’t that he’d forgotten it, but rather that it felt too similar to so many of his other missing memories. Not forgotten, stolen, blocked out. Something forgotten still has a theme, like recalling the name of someone you’d met but who wasn’t very memorable. Tip of the tongue, a glitch in the memory recall system. The memories he’d lost, however, were paintings once encased in glass. It was like someone had invaded his brain, shattered the encasement, and pilfered things from his memorandum museum. All that remained were the shards of glass; signs that something had once been there, but nothing more. The fifth card felt like that. 

	“It’s no use,” he muttered to himself. Yawning, he glanced at his two allies enviously.

	He pulled up the Social Window of his interface to see if he’d received anything back from Deavios. Not surprisingly, nothing had come in. Something had changed, though. Previously, the old mentor’s name showed on each message. Now, in place of his name, was the word “User.” Nothing more. Against hope, Grey sent a message.

	 

	Grey: You all right?

	System: Message could not be delivered. 

	Try again? Yes/No

	 

	It wasn’t any use. Instead, he went into his Quests Window and pulled up the Archives, where he typed “Friend’s Account showing User.” When the old reports populated, he scrolled through their snippets and learned of two potential causes. Either Deavios had blocked him, or his Hero Account had been deactivated. Grey desperately hoped it was the former.

	Two other things taunted him, though. The prophecy and the Rogue who’d spoken of it.  Grey toggled from the Archives to the Party Window and Inspected Crow again. 

	 

	
		
				Crow: Branded🛈
Class: Rogue
Level: 5
HP: 190/190
Stamina: 100/100
Angst: 10/10
 
Inheritances:

	● Narcissist’s Challenge: Those with the Narcissist’s Challenge Inheritance are obsessed with their image. These heroes are blessed with finding Items that are powerful, but often do not match the hero’s desired aesthetic. 



				 

		
				Stats

		

	
 
Strength: 14
Dexterity: 53 
Intelligence: 10
Constitution: 19
Charisma: 38

		

	

	 

	Seriously? Has he put stats into anything other than Dexterity? 

	Grey rolled his eyes at the sleeping Rogue. Whatever sympathy he’d had was gone. Sure, glass cannon wasn’t a bad route to go, but shouldn’t something be placed into staying alive? Grey wondered then just how many times his rival had died, as well as how many lives were left. He knew of at least two. The fight with Coziosm, and the one that’d caused a Branded title. But who knew, there could have been more. 

	Then an idea struck him. Was there some correlation between Crow’s reckless fighting style and those deaths? Could he be hoping that one time he simply wouldn’t respawn? Or did he just like the gamble. Either way, the thoughts only made Grey more uncomfortable. 

	He sighed and swallowed, hard. We need him, though. 

	Accepting that inconvenient fact, he searched the Archives for anything on the Prophecy. Only one came up. He opened it, and furrowed his brows. Not once had he seen anything so altered. Redactions, blocks of black over text, and even the occasional word that didn’t fit the context of a sentence—made only more obvious by the fact that each one of those was in a slightly different font. He scoured the report, but couldn’t make heads or tails of any part of it. Staring at the corrupted report, sleepiness easily overwhelmed him. Whether this was due to boredom or because he was attempting to access this knowledge, there was no way to be sure. 
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	The party had not gone far into the mouth of the cave when the light from the checkpoint spire fizzled out, and the way forward darkened to such a degree that only Crow, with his Rogue trait of enhanced night vision, could see, and even he struggled. Damsel slipped her amulet out from her collar and poured over the archives in her HI. She told them there was something her mother had once said about the amulet, her family heirloom. Sometimes, enchanted items have properties not listed, and those properties only reveal themselves to the right user. 

	“I found it!” she exclaimed, turning the amulet over in her hand. “The inscription is in elvish.” A word was spoken, and suddenly, a golden light shone from the item. 

	“You’re amazing,” Grey said to her.

	“No, it’s not right,” she pouted, tapping the amulet against her other hand. The light flickered with each tap and after a few tries, pink lines traced through the gold. “There we go.”

	Crow facepalmed. “Was that really necessary?”

	“You of all people should understand the value of signature aesthetics.”

	Even with the amulet’s light, they could not see more than fifteen feet ahead. Leading the way, Damsel held her amulet as far forward as its chain would allow in one hand, while the other clutched her parasol crossbow, her finger on the trigger. Crow followed close behind, with only his Forsaken Blade equipped. Grey took up the rear, shield held tight to his chest. 

	From rocky floor to stalactite ceiling, the corridor walls rose high like slot canyons, and they curved like the insides of blown-glass bowls. The passage’s width shifted constantly and, on several occasions, the party had to turn sideways to fit through. They crept on through the darkness. 

	They had gone about a mile when the rocky floor became corrupted by cracks, making the path more like separate slabs than one continuous structure. The slabs shifted and creaked like floorboards. 

	A sound echoed from under Damsel’s feet. It was a single click. She nearly took another step forward, when Crow lunged at her, grabbed her shoulders, and held her in place.

	              “Do not move,” he said.

	Damsel gulped. “What is it?” 

	Grey had heard it as well. He cautiously approached his party members, glimpsed Damsel’s foot and cursed. The stone fragment beneath her foot was indented a quarter of an inch, and it was a shade darker than those placed directly around it. 

	“What’s going on?” she repeated. “Guys?”

	“Without moving your feet,” Grey said, “I need you to pan your light around.”

	She nodded gravely. The light wavered in her nervous hands, but not so terribly that they couldn’t make out the trap. Countless small openings the size of keyholes lined the walls, and discolored stone fragments littered the floor. The discoloration matched the one where Damsel stood. Grey pointed out the trap and she nearly lurched back out of reflex, but Crow held her firm. 

	“Keep your foot there,” he instructed, maneuvering closer to her.

	“You’re too close to me, Crow,” she said, her face wrinkling. 

	“Don’t flatter yourself. I’m going to put my foot where yours is. We need to keep weight on this step.” 

	Slowly, he inched his foot along the floor and took Damsel’s place on the trap. She collapsed into Grey’s arms and, eyeing the floor, he gently pulled her back from the danger. They separated awkwardly and he coughed.

	“Umm, I’m glad you’re safe.”

	“You guys out of the way?” Crow asked. Glancing over his shoulder, he answered his own question. Adrenaline surged through his bloodstream. He took a deep-full-bodied breath, like someone who’d just snorted a line of one of the forbidden forms of Charisma powders. The right corner of his lip drew up in a way that suggested wicked masochism. 

	Crow activated Stealth, temporarily increasing his chance to dodge as well as his movement speed. Then he crouched low and backflipped off the step. A cloud of arrows as dense as a swarm of locusts shot from the right wall and into the left. As fast as the Rogue was, three pierced his leg before he could even tuck his knees. He haphazardly completed his flip and landed on his stomach, grimacing as the last of the arrows struck the wall in front of them.

	“Thanks,” Damsel said, kneeling to his aid. 

	Crow pulled his leg up to see the wounds. One arrow protruded from the fleshy spot around his kneecap, another had pierced the back of his calf muscle while a third had embedded in his shin only an inch from the other shot. There, the fabric of his jeans had been torn open, making the wounds all too visible. His calf muscle looked like someone had tried eating a tenderloin with chopsticks—and had gotten quite vicious upon realizing their poor choice in utensils. 

	The Rogue groaned. “Anyone else get sick of being told they’re bleeding? Seriously, three notifications? I know I’m bleeding. I know it’s a damage over time effect. How much blood have I lost? I think I’m going to…”

	After tending to the wounds and bringing Crow back to consciousness by pouring a few Restoration Potions down his throat, Grey asked him how he was so unaffected by the physical pain and trauma.

	Crow scoffed. “Life is suffering. Physical pain is a welcome distraction from the emotional pain, which I must endure.”

	“Right.”

	At least the statement explained why the Rogue hadn’t seemed all that torn up about his parents’ Code-Death. As far as he was concerned, better off dead wasn’t something to be used as an insult, but rather something he felt was true for himself—life was suffering, and death ended all suffering. So dramatic.

	The party carefully navigated the remainder of the trap. Crow led the way, Grey returned to the rear, and Damsel took to the middle of the group so she could better illuminate the steps for her two allies. It was an effective, albeit slow, procession.

	Grey swore he heard little whispers sifting through the walls. The words were nonsensical, and the voice itself was mad, often changing pitches, and just as frequently getting lost in a fit of coughing cackles. It made him think of the time his mother had dragged him to a book club she’d considered joining. The ladies had been very old, with status conditions of senility, dementia, and loneliness. They also shared a love for romance novels, and whenever they’d reference a steamy scene they would snicker so much that their dentures clattered in their mouths. Grey was not fond of that sound then, and he certainly wasn’t fond of it now.

	The party came across another corridor, and stopped to assess the risk of it being trapped. This one was as narrow as the other one, but it was short enough that Damsel’s amulet illuminated the opposite end. 

	Grey knelt before the entrance with one eye closed, as if it may help his vision. He was pointing his sword at the trap mechanism when a riotous cacophony broke through the eerie wall whispers. Damsel’s light trembled, and Crow scoffed, again. Grey looked up and sighed as a group of skeletons spawned out of nowhere. There were nine of them, and not one was distinguishable from its cohort: rusty helmets, crude swords, and bones. 

	 

	
		
				Skeleton:
Reanimated bones.

				Level: 3
Health: 61/61
Disposition: Hostile
Respawn time: 1 hour

		

	

	 

	       He only read their description out of habit. What was there to be said about skeletons other than that, well, they existed in every beginning of a dungeon and rarely had much in the way of brains? Still, the fact that they’d formed a wall at the end of the corridor wasn’t ideal. Especially if this corridor had traps like the last one. 

	Grey rose, a plan playing out in his mind. “Okay, guys…”

	Crow shoved him to the side, took one step forward, brandished his dagger, and for the first time since embarking that day, also equipped his Bedazzled Blade. He held it out toward the enemies and tossed his hair. 

	“Don’t worry. Leave them to me. I’ve been wanting to improve my footwork, and fighting undead while avoiding the traps will be a true test of my Dexterity.” 

	The light from Damsel’s amulet refracted off the gems, increasing its range. Grey made a note to talk to the Rogue about that later. For now, he shook his head. “Yeah, or we could just do this.” He turned to the undead legion and used Disrespectful Shout. “Enya!”

	Undead are not known for their staggering intellect. Not only are they easy to pull aggro on, they also do not learn from their mistakes. The skeletons charged into the corridor, trampling over the traps without care, swinging their weapons even after the arrows had severed hands from forearms. The attacking force had turned into a bone tsunami before it crossed even half the distance. Grey smiled—they made for a fantastic walkway. 

	“Not the worst idea.” Crow unequipped his Bedazzled Blade and scowled as he walked onto the skeleton path. “But did you gain any experience?” 

	Grey glanced at the nine prompts that had populated over his status bars, each of them stating he’d gained eight EXP. It seemed a little off. Despite them being low-Level he’d expected around twenty. And that was even with his automatic reduction in EXP per kill. “A little.” 

	“You’re lucky then. You must have gotten half of whatever EXP they’d typically yield.” 

	“How’s that lucky?”

	“You didn’t actually land a final blow, or, well, any blow at all.” The Rogue shrugged. “Lucky.”

	The bones crunched under their feet as they passed through the second trap corridor unhindered. Grey explained to the vain Rogue why he should keep his shiny blade equipped, and Damsel agreed. It took every bit of the Empath’s Charisma to convince him, but he reluctantly obliged. He held the Bedazzled Blade in his left hand and adjusted himself so that when the amulet’s light shone forward, it refracted through the dagger’s gems.

	The path snaked upward and, as they followed it, the floor slanted at various degrees. In some areas, left. In others, right. Like a topsy-turvy ship. They approached another of what they were learning to recognize as the trap-arrow corridors and another wall of skeletons appeared at the opposite end. Crow sighed and nodded at Grey. Right as he was about to unleash his Disrespectful Shout, Damsel stopped him.

	“I haven’t had a chance to test Everybody Loves You yet,” she said.

	“So?” Crow asked. “We don’t need it right now.”

	“That’s my—"

	Grey cut her off. “That’s her point. Nice call, Damsel. Crow, she wants to—”

	“Manterrupting, Grey,” Damsel reminded him reprovingly. “I’m not sure how to cast it yet. I’d rather figure it out now than when it matters.”

	The Rogue sighed and lit a cigarette. “All right.”

	Damsel curtsied a sarcastic ‘thank you’, then went to work experimenting. She tried holding her palm outward and speaking the Skill. It didn’t work. Then she nodded and twirled her silk parasol crossbow like a baton. The skeletons stood, grunting and cajoling with their clacking gibberish. Even they seemed bored. Grey cheered her on. She sang a pretty melody and when that didn’t work, grumbled, “That always works with woodland creatures. Hmmph.”

	“They already love you,” Grey said.

	Crow threw his hands up. “Don’t take this the wrong way. You’re not my type. But let’s not dance around it. You’re a hot elf.” 

	Damsel smiled. “Thanks Crow.” She didn’t blush for she knew she was attractive and never felt like she should have to be embarrassed by it. As for being offended, she could feel the difference between being objectified and being offered an objective statement.13 “That’s surprisingly kind of you.”

	Grey’s jaw dropped. How’d he say that so casually?!

	“That’s not what I was...never mind.” Crow pressed his index and thumb to his forehead, and as the cigarette burned down, ribbons of smoke coiling around his face, said, “Charming something with a hostile disposition isn’t the same as charming a neutral or friendly. You’re going to hate this.” His smirk widened. “You have to seduce them.”

	Damsel placed her hand on her mouth. “Ugh!” Her eyes darted to Crow then to Grey then to her bosom. “You better not be suggesting—"

	“No, no. No. Seduction doesn’t have to be sexy. Trust me, when someone is naturally attracted to you, it doesn’t take much to take it to that next level. Just blow them a kiss or something.”

	Damsel thought on his words. Something about it felt wrong. Her mother had tried teaching her similar lessons. Because her mother had also confessed that she’d dipped into the way of the Sociopath14 though, the elvish girl had ignored that particular lesson. But, she thought, a simple fluttering of her eyelashes couldn’t hurt. Praying to the gods that she hadn’t accidentally taken the first step down the dark path of Sociopathy, she took Crow’s advice. She turned toward the skeletons with her parasol held up, winked, then blew a kiss. 

	Fluffy pink clouds and emoticon hearts frolicked around the heads of the skeletons. A few butterflies fluttered about in empty rib cages. The undead foes swooned. One even pulled its comrades arms from the socket and extended it like a bouquet of flowers. Damsel clapped with glee.

	Grey was done with the whole thing. “Can we please just go already?” Perhaps because he felt a ping of jealousy—which Damsel would at some point remind him was a bad emotion and a side effect of society’s misconceptions about love. They party agreed, and Grey used Disrespectful Shout on the skeletons, who gladly ran to meet their love. Just as in the last trap corridor, a plague of arrows saw to it that such love would remain unrequited.

	Grey and Damsel split the EXP. All that for a total of 36 EXP. Sweet.

	Farther down the corridor, three arched openings came into view. Behind them, a swirling veil of numinous obsidian walled the way forward. Although the fractals that swayed across the veil never lost their black hue, when Damsel shined her amulet on them, they shimmered like veins found on pond surfaces during a summer afternoon. 

	When Grey put his hand to one, a faint illusory image of The Puzzle appeared before them. She could not be Inspected, but her details clearly belonged to the Lorical Entity.15 She looked like the female form of a copyrighted being. Her figure was that of a fitness model, natural except perhaps in the chest and lips regions. She glowed a brilliant blue—almost like she’d been disintegrated by a particle cannon while studying intrinsic fields. 

	The Entity spoke. “Two is one, three is two, and one is three.”

	Crow groaned. “What the gorgon is that supposed to mean?” 

	Grey paced from one opening to the next, staring at the carved inscriptions on each of them, then chuckled. 

	Damsel drew a bead on the illusory entity. “Why are you laughing, Grey?”

	“Sorry,” he muttered. He turned to face Damsel from in front of the second opening. “It’s simple once you think about it. The hallways are numbered like we are. Only one of us can enter hallway two. Two of us into hallway three. And all of us can travel through hallway one.” Grey waited for the uproar of applause. Then waited some more for his party members to thrust mighty high-fives into his palm. Good things didn’t always come to those who waited, though. He sighed and looked at the Entity. “Right?”

	She offered a simple wink. “Choose your path.”

	Much to Grey’s surprise, the decision was unanimous. In fact, Crow had been the first one to suggest they stay together. They informed the Entity that they would like to take hallway one. She gestured toward the opening with one closed fist then snapped her hand open. The obsidian liquid burst into thousands of tiny black particulates that solidified and hovered frozen in the air. 

	“Show-off,” Damsel muttered under her breath.

	The Entity smiled. “Until next time, heroes.” And then she was gone.

	Taking the lead—since he was already closest to the openings—Grey carefully pushed aside the shimmering black particulates with his shield and the party entered the hallway beyond. The particulate wall closed behind them. The heroes ventured forward, but before they’d made it more than a few meters, the hallway went pure black. In darkness, they each read a loading prompt.
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	Even if Grey hadn’t read the loading prompt, he would have immediately understood the statement. He stood alone in an all-too-familiar place. 

	The golden prairie. 

	His father held out a training sword. And there was the stream too, and the cottage, its water wheel spinning through the clear blue. He closed his eyes, preparing for the memory to twist as it had so many times before.

	But it didn’t. 

	Confused, he quickly inspected his surroundings, looking for anything out of place. Then he turned to his father, the robust and jovial Paladin he’d so often wondered about. “Is...that you?” he asked incredulously.

	The man sheathed his practice sword, waved Grey forward and, in the friendly tone Grey remembered so well, said, “Come on, Misnomer. Your mother has dinner ready.”

	“Misnomer?” Grey mused, staggering back. 

	Why had his father used that word, of all words? He shook his head. Because this wasn’t his…

	But the realization never formed. His father had his massive hand on Grey’s shoulder. And now they were walking toward the house, laughing and joking. Grey didn’t know what they were joking about and the words coming from his mouth didn’t seem to have an origin in his mind. It was like they didn’t exist until they left his lips. Not his words, but rather, words conjured by the world and only made to sound like they were his own. 

	Facade or not, they were pretty convincing. 

	A fence. A wooden gate.

	Grey unlocked the latch, and pulled. It still had the same creak, the same rough texture. His father walked past, ruffling his hair as he did. Grey remembered watching his father build it and his mother help, moving wood without touching it, binding the planks together, and how bright it had been. The luminescent green that’d flowed around her palms. Grey laid his hand there just a moment longer, ran his index along the pointed tip of a plank.

	And it happened! He felt the splinter wedge into his fingertip, and he held up his hand to look at it. Just like always. He plucked the splinter from his finger with his teeth—carefully looking around to make sure his mother wasn’t looking, because she hated when he did that.

	His father laughed and waved him forward again. 

	“I’m coming!” Grey ran toward the cottage. 

	He never noticed that he was without his shield or sword. Nor did he think twice about how his father hadn’t mentioned anything about how he’d grown. But why would he? Grey was ten again, he was sure about that. 

	Inside, he walked past the entryway and into the dining room. The floor was hardwood and in the center of the room, a hole had been cut to make room for a tree that his mother had summoned from the soil below. The tree rose through that hole and continued upward to a height of three feet where it abruptly separated into several branches that spread outward to form the surface of a table. Grey ran his hand along the smoothed wood and stared at the marbling. He inhaled. It smelled the same, too.

	His father called from the kitchen, and Grey heeded the call. 

	His father stood with his back against a wooden dresser filled with spices while his mother washed her hands in the sink, which was built into a counter that ran along the wall next to the sliding glass door leading into the yard. 

	Grey didn’t recognize the reflection, but paid it no mind and looked through the glass at the balcony and the edges of the water wheel. The small cascades between each rung glistened as they always had this time of day and he wanted so badly to go out and touch it, but knew he’d get in trouble. They’d always told him that playing by the water wheel was dangerous. 

	His mother turned around, drying off a frying pan with a patterned dish towel, and asked him how he wanted his eggs. 

	“Scrambled with cheese!” he answered.

	“Perfect,” she said. “Take off your shoes and stay a while. What about you, old man? Bacon or sausage?”

	Grey bent over and untied his shoes while chuckling. He could already predict what his father would say to that, and he mouthed the words even as his father said them.

	“That a trick question? I want both!” his father said, pushing himself off the wall. He winked at Grey and added, “Make some extra for our little Misnomer too. Boy’s gotta eat big if he wants to be a Warrior. Real big eatin’.”  

	Something about that sentence didn’t sit well with Grey, but he couldn’t place it. His father’s voice sounded different, like the words had slithered off a forked tongue, but when he saw his father reach into the cupboard to grab the eggs, he only saw kindness, and dismissed the idea. I’m just being silly.

	The eggs were hovering over a large bowl now, cracking themselves while Laura pointed toward the other food items and pulled them to her. She told her husband he was only getting in the way, and suggested the two men wait in the dining room. 

	“Best we listen to your mother,” the man said, before his voice changed again. “Wouldn’t want to make her mad. No. Never make mother mad.” His head shook, he rubbed his chest, and coughed. “You can show me that book you’ve been reading, son.”

	“It’s in my room. I’ll go grab it!” 

	Grey ran off, through the dining room, up the stairs—the fifth step creaked, just like it always had—then down the long hallway, past framed pictures of his parents wearing armor from their days as heroes, then to the door where a poster of the Four Heroes hung. He swung open the door and rushed into his bedroom. It was organized, meticulous. Which struck him as strange. When had he cleaned his room? He couldn’t remember. He found the book. It was Adventures of Bron & Screech, and it was new. The green leather crisp and glossy. 

	Glimmering gold silhouettes shone from under the title. The Warrior held his sword high from the back of his pet dragon, wings unfurled. It was not faded. For a second that detail confused Grey, then he laughed. Why would it be faded? I only got it last month.. 

	He ran back to his father, who was sitting at the tree-table drinking coffee from a badly beaten aluminum cup. 

	“Pull up a seat,” the man said. 

	And he did. Grey sat down, inhaled the fresh smell of coffee—he’d never liked coffee, but it did smell good—and salivated as the sweet scent of hickory smoked bacon tickled his nostrils. He could already taste the salted meats, could feel the melted cheese string around his lips. But he remained patient. His mother had always said that cooking was one thing that should never be rushed by using magic. She’d never specified how much magic was acceptable, or how magic could rush the process, but he had never questioned her. He trusted her.

	The men of the household sat side by side, and Grey opened the hearty leather-bound book to his bookmark. They read, and his father asked him questions about how he thought Bron approached the most recent “dealings” with a group of trolls. Grey speculated, and shyly answered that Bron wasn’t really the best thinker in the world. His father seemed proud about that, then his lips pulled taught, and he coughed again. 

	“Sorry,” his father said, blinking rapidly. 

	Grey could swear his eyes had changed colors during the process. They were typically blue, like the hottest parts of a flame. But for a second he thought they looked...he couldn’t think of the exact color, but they reminded him of that time his mother had shown him a fossil set in amber. Amber! That was the color. He nearly asked about the color shift, but when he opened his mouth, he caught himself. They were still blue. It must have been a trick of the light.

	Food came, and it tasted as delicious as Grey thought it would. The family took their time eating. They laughed, and asked Grey questions about his training, about if he’d given thought to what he wanted to be when he grew up. They asked him about an ancient prophecy, and what he knew about the Nine. But he knew nothing. Could remember nothing. He scrunched his face and bit into a slice of bacon, and cringed. It tasted like clumped dirt, like that time he’d fallen face first in the mud and had made the mistake of opening his mouth to shout on the way down. He looked at the slice and it squirmed. He thought he saw hundreds of little legs there. Then, it looked and smelled like bacon again, and he let it go.

	Grey didn’t know how long had passed, and didn’t care. He had nowhere to be. The only thing he found strange was the window. Whenever he looked at it, he saw a boy that looked like him, but years older. The boy had a shield banded to his back and a sword sheathed across it. Grey didn’t like him. 

	“What are you looking at?” his father asked, walking in from the kitchen where he’d been helping his mother do dishes. 

	“Um,” Grey stammered. He almost told his father, but the boy in the window shook his head, and for some reason Grey felt compelled to listen. It was as though the reflection had clasped his mouth shut. “Nothing.”

	“Hmmmm…”

	They returned to the kitchen, and within a minute Grey could hear pounding on the window. His parents didn’t hear anything, so he tried to ignore it. The pounding grew louder. And louder. When he looked toward the glass, he saw the same reflection only, this time, the older Grey wasn’t alone. Two people he didn’t recognize were there, too. The second boy had that hateful look lonely people got when they’ve dealt with internal battles for too long—like they’re waging an endless war no one else can see. The other was an elf girl. Despite how frantic she appeared, fists hammering against the glass and eyes watering, she was the most beautiful being Grey’s ten-year-old eyes had ever seen. All three window prisoners were yelling, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying.

	His father was back against the counter, telling a story and his mother was at the sink again. She turned, wiping her hands off on a dish towel. “Your father’s talking, Misnomer. You should listen. Don’t be a brat. You spoiled. Little. Brat.”

	Grey was shocked. His mother didn’t talk to him like that. It didn’t sound right. He swiveled to respond, but his eyes caught on a different reflection in the window and he lost his words. It was his father’s reflection. Except, that it wasn’t his father. His father had broad shoulders, blonde hair, hints of age under his eyelids, and those fire-blue eyes. The figure in the window was a gnarled tree of a man who wore a white cloak with gold armor. He had fossilized eyes, dead locusts in amber irises. And he was laughing. His head was back, his mouth was open, and yet the laughter was muted.

	“Dad,” Grey muttered, turning to stare at the man, not the reflection.

	His father’s face was vacuous, an empty expression. “Yes, Misnomer?”

	That word again. Where had he heard that word?

	“What did I say about interrupting your father?” his mother said. “No manners. No manners.”

	Grey gulped. There was nothing maternal in her voice at all. It was so vile it sounded almost bureaucratic. And everything came back in an instant. The window prisoners were his friends—well, one of them was at least. He wasn’t ten years old. He felt the sudden weight of his sword and shield, and in the bottom left hand corner he caught sight of his status bars. 

	 

	HP: 37/200

	Stamina: 49/100

	Khem: 19/110

	 

	How he’d lost so much of his Health and Stamina, he had no idea. Before he could speculate, his mother’s scolding got a stranglehold on his attention.

	Slowly, he glanced over at her, then at her reflection in the window, which showed only the back of her head. That was enough though. Her hair parted in two spots at the base of her skull and from them a spiked tip like those found on the edges of a lobster broke through, the skin stretched and split. He staggered back against the wall and when he looked back at her, hoping the reflection was a lie, and nearly vomited. 

	She was shrieking now, but he couldn’t tell if it was out of agony or delight. Her ears shifted as two more spikes pierced through, pressing them forward. Two more punctured her cheeks as though the bones came unhinged. The outer edges of her eyelids stretched and tore as two more punctured there. She shrieked louder. The corners of her lips jutted outward like tarp thrown over tent poles, then thin pincers pierced the flesh of her cheeks. They clicked in front of her mouth. The spikes on her neck erupted into jointed legs, which dug into her shoulders and lifted her head from her body.

	He tried to scream, but couldn’t. Some screams are too big to get out.

	Damsel and Crow were both shouting. They sounded close, yet distant, like submerging in a bathtub while someone’s talking only inches away. But the laughter coming from the man who was not his father was all too clear.

	The perverted head of his mother skittered across the hardwood floor in staccato tick-tick-ticks. Her pincers clicked together rapidly, and she continued to shriek. He instinctively equipped his sword and shield. She crossed the floor, bound off her eight legs, and jumped at him.

	He tried to swing his sword, but couldn’t. It was her eyes. As gruesome as every other part of her was, the monster still had her eyes. He barely raised his shield in front of his face in time. She landed on it, legs gripping the edges, and she gnashed at him with her pincers. 

	Grey wrestled with the monster to little avail. Her pincers broke the skin on his forehead and she closed them. There was just enough resistance that she had to open and try again. Blood pooled down over his eyebrows and dripped over his eyes. A long tongue shot from her mouth, and it lapped up the blood, even as she tore at his forehead again. 

	That did it. The pain was distracting, the horror was disorienting, and the shock was paralyzing. But the tongue, which felt like sandpaper covered in jelly, slapped him from his stupor. 

	He used Shield Bash on the fabricator. With her positioning higher up on the shield, the attack struck her hardest in the chin and her lower legs. Her jawbone caved in, three of her legs loudly cracked, and her body—if it could be called that—flew across the kitchen. It smashed against the far window, then slinked onto the counter where she tried pushing herself up, then fell. 

	Sobbing, she dragged her dismantled jaw with her five still in-tact legs toward the edge of the counter with a look of terror in her eyes. She pleaded for mercy, or at least it sounded like she was—the words were slightly jumbled.

	The facade broken, Grey felt nothing but fury. Panting, he held his sword in hand and charged toward the monster. A fist landed on his solar plexus, and he collapsed to his knees. Standing in front of him was his father. 

	Of course, he’d forgotten about the burly man. Not now, though. Grey looked up just as another fist came toward his head, and shoved his sword into the man’s left kneecap. The fist never landed. Dazed, Grey staggered to his feet. He raised his sword to decapitate the foe, but stopped. Shaking, he shifted focus between the sobbing monster and the impersonator, then glanced to the glass door where he saw Crow and Damsel. Crow was cheering him on. Damsel, however, was shaking her head. 

	He took a deep breath, then ran toward the door and used Shield Bash once more. The glass shattered and in a chain reaction, the windows followed. Shards flew through the kitchen, and the illusion decayed. The figures he’d shared a fragmented memory with glitched into pixelated fractals, their colors saturated, and they went static. 

	Everything went static.
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	The Misnomer crashed back to reality like someone who’s been thrown through a saloon window and onto the street. His knees buckled on impact. He fell forward, smacked the side of his head, then rolled across the ground. Frantic, he popped to his feet, then collapsed. His status bars blinked.

	HP: 11/200

	Stamina: 14/100

	Khem: 0/110

	 

	He groaned and tried to push himself up to his elbows, but couldn’t. Searing pain consumed his skull. His mind jumped to the monster’s pincers gashing open his forehead and he reflexively clenched his eyes shut to keep out the blood. Except, there was no blood. Gathering what little strength he had, he lifted his shaking hand to where the wound had been, but now wasn’t.  

	“It was an illusion, idiot.”

	“Don’t be mean to him, for gods’ sake.” Damsel dropped to her knees and slowly extended a potion toward Grey’s lips. “Grey, it’s me.”

	He cringed, feeling the glass there, but sipped nonetheless. His Health and Stamina started rising and his energy slowly returned. The phantom pain pulsed, and each pulse delivered flashes of the incident. 

	His mother’s head held up on eight spidery lobster legs. 

	Pincers stabbing through the corners of her mouth. 

	His father’s fist. 

	No, not his father. Someone else.

	The bacon that hadn’t been bacon. He didn’t want to know what it was. 

	The spikes drilling their way out of her—no—its head. 

	The pincers. Dragging across his forehead. 

	Phantom or not, the pain was like someone had taken aluminum foil out from a fire and lined the insides of his skull with it. His Health bar plummeted again.

	“Grey. Grey.”

	“You idiot. Damsel, he’s going to black… See, just like I said. He totally blacked out.”

	The Misnomer’s second return to reality wasn’t comfortable, but it didn’t include crashing or falling. He shot up, drenched in sweat.

	The jagged walls cast murky lights that splotched the darkness like mold that’s congealed along the surface of black coffee. He squinted. Crystals, that’s what is making the lights. 

	The crystals consumed nearly every inch of the wall, and jutted out from the ground in various places as well. One on the left side of the cavern looked like an altar, and beside it he saw a blurred Crow, sharpening a blade with a cigarette dangling from his lips. On the opposite end, Damsel stood by a potions station. The surface of the station’s pool washed her face in red light, reminding him of blood. He pulled his legs in close to his chest, squeezed his eyes shut, and told himself it had passed. He trembled.

	He heard Damsel kneel by his side, asking consoling questions, but the words couldn’t bypass the wall of trauma between his ears and brain. 

	Crow, who had far more experience with trauma, volleyed curses and profane taunts one after another. Each harsh, guttural word chiseled away at Grey’s barriers, reaching through the trauma, grabbing his consciousness by the wrist, and pulling him from the depths.

	The images clawed to keep the Misnomer under, but they were no match for the eloquently vulgar Rogue. 

	Grey scowled. “I’m not a noob, don’t talk about my mother like that, and I don’t…I don’t remember the last thing you said.”

	Arms folded, Crow smirked. “I said—"

	Damsel, who had been humming to drown out the siege of sentences, cut in. “It doesn’t need to be repeated.” She rolled her eyes. “Ever. What I’m curious about, Grey, is how his insults succeeded where my compassionate, heartfelt words failed.”

	Grey shrugged. 

	“Soft words can’t break through walls,” Crow said. “No one hears sorry, no matter how loud it's spoken. It’s like you’re asking someone to raise their gates and let you in. Swearing is a battering ram.”

	Over the course of the next thirty minutes, Grey learned the what, the how, and sort of the why of the previous challenge. 

	The challenge occurred for all of them within the same cavern, and it was speculated that the crystals were the cause of the illusions, but it was unknown how the spell was broken. The crystals were something called Mycelean. Crow had chipped some off the walls for crafting, and showed Grey the description.

	 

	
		
				Mycelean Crystal Shard
Mycelean has the ability to alter an individual’s mind, and open it to allow for Source to flow through. This can be therapeutic at low-moderate doses. Higher doses can cause psyche-shatter.

				Quantity: 7
Enchanted: Properties will vary based on usage.
Rarity: Uncommon
Quality: Average
 

		

	

	 

	As fascinating as the description was, Grey wanted no part of it. Not again. 

	His allies explained their own experiences.

	Crow had been cast into a scenario where his parents were still alive and well. Rogues are hard sells though, and given their Class’s exclusive Detachment Passive—granted on selection—he had not hesitated to free himself of the illusion. He’d decapitated both parents when they tried changing, then spammed Cyclone Blades until all that was left were bloodied shavings. The entire scenario had been finished in five minutes.

	Damsel’s parents had asked her to join them for tea. Being an Empath, she felt something was off immediately. She politely declined with a, “Thank you, but I would not like tea,” and her utter calmness broke the illusion. 

	They were each awarded a new special Item for passing the challenge on their own and in a timely fashion. Which Grey thought totally sucked. He Inspected both of their rewards, starting with Damsel’s.

	 

	 

	
		
				Wayfarer Ray-Spectacles: 
Not only do these eyeglasses look cool—and suggest ‘sexy nerd’ even if one is not in fact a ‘sexy nerd’—they can work wonders for sight.

				Durability: 50/50
Quality: Above Average
Rarity: Uncommon 
Properties:

	● +4 to Dexterity

	● +6% chance to Critical Hit



		

	

	 

	At the least, Grey thought those would come in handy. He didn’t have any idea what ‘sexy nerd’ meant but now that she’d equipped them, he assumed it had to be something referring to attractive intelligence.16 Even if they didn’t particularly match her overall aesthetic: Silk Parasol Crossbow, Silver Quiver of Infinitum, Floral Dress, Amulet, White Sneakers, Heavy Denim Jacket - the look worked for her. Grey checked out Crow’s latest gear addition.

	 

	 

	
		
				Wakizashi of the Frozen Heart: 
The perfect addition to any cold-hearted Rogue’s arsenal of assassination. 

				Damage: 15-17 (cold)
Durability: 42/42
Quality: Above Average
Rarity: Uncommon 
Properties:

	● 3% chance to Freeze (Freeze duration: 5 seconds; Frozen foes are slowed by 50%; attacks against Frozen foes are 10% more likely to be critical)

	● +5 Dexterity



		

	

	 

	 

	 Naturally, Crow had equipped the wakizashi while Grey had been Inspecting it, and although the Misnomer had been jealous about the stats of the Bedazzled Blade, it hadn’t seduced him. Wakizashi of the Frozen Heart, on the other hand, was mesmerizing. Its hilt was nothing special, a common black and silver, but the blade... 

	Grey sighed longingly. Sixteen inches long, the curved blade resembled an icicle. Not the transparent ones found hanging from roofs after a single week of below freezing temperatures, likely to melt within days. It looked like one of those ancient, opaque icicles found within glacial caves. It emitted a blue frost. 

	The Rogue wore a smug expression, like a teenager who’s just discovered films starring the infamous Scoundrel Spec Rogue, Jameis Deane, and has decided to model his entire persona after the ‘epitome of cool’. And, with his black leather jacket, cigarette, and black skinny jeans, as well as the Forsaken Dagger of Wounding, he definitely had it down. This was, of course, excluding the toe-shoes, which Grey still thought looked ridiculous. Something did strike him as odd, though.

	“Doesn’t your Bedazzled Blade have better stats than your Crude Dagger of Wounding?” 

	Crow sheathed his new Wakizashi into the diagonal sheath on his back then fit the dagger into the one that hung below his waist. “It’s not what you’re thinking. I rely a lot on backstab, and even you can understand that backstabbing is more efficient with a dagger than it is a short sword. The choice wasn’t about stats or aesthetics with the dagger.”

	Crow finished up his explanations over a meal of dried meat and stale bread. He had already scouted the cave in search of more loot or enemies. The crystalline area housed countless niches, some of which branched into narrow tunnels that led nowhere. As far as he could tell, the only way out was through a massive opening that glowed gold and asked if he wished to enter level 2 - The Road to Vesper. 

	“And?” Grey asked, before nearly choking on a piece of meat he hadn’t chewed enough. 

	“And,” Crow said, exasperatedly, “it means we should sleep here for the night.”

	The shock helped Grey cough out the lodged meat. “The night?”

	Damsel, who was gingerly nibbling on a piece of bread, explained to her friend that he’d been in the illusion for over six hours and had been unconscious for almost two. Which, Crow specified, meant he wanted to sleep. 

	“Besides,” he added. “The Road to Vesper doesn’t exactly sound like a casual stroll.”

	After dinner, Damsel and Crow fell asleep with ease. 

	Grey was not so lucky. He managed to close his eyes for all of ten minutes before the terror of the day hatched into full-grown hookworms of haunted horrors that infested his memory banks and stuck their circular mouths into any part of his being that dared request a night of peaceful slumber. 

	He attempted to keep himself occupied. He pulled out Adventures of Bron and Screech from his backpack and opened it to his favorite short story, where Screech was introduced. The foolish but powerful warrior had been Level 6 at the time and had wandered into the wrong den. All the other dragons had gone off to hunt, leaving only the outcast behind, Screech. 

	Grey loved the dragon and warrior’s first meeting; the dialogue always made him laugh. Not tonight though. He couldn’t stop his thoughts from wandering. Even just touching the weathered old book transported him back to the dining room table. With the father that was not his father. The wizard. The same figure cloaked in hollow-seeming white and gold, laughing. 

	A book has never been shut or stuffed back into an Inventory bag as quickly as Grey did then. Deavios had once told him—while very drunk—that nothing is quite as comforting as losing yourself in the bosom of a beautiful woman. When Grey had later asked his mother what he’d meant, she lied, “He meant heart, darling. When it comes to Deavios, you must remember he is a Wizard only by Class. Deep down, he is as scoundrel as they come. Unless he’s teaching about technique, strategy, or Source, ignore him.” 

	Taking both Deavios and his mother’s advice, Grey tried letting his gaze rest on Damsel. Even blurred by the murky crystalline light, she was exquisite. Although he might have been looking at her bosom, he’d been focusing on her heart. It didn’t help. How was anyone supposed to get lost in another person’s heart? To make matters worse, the more he looked at her the more he saw her reflection. Pounding on the window. Frantic. Tears in her eyes.

	He went through all the questions that still loomed, not caring whether he’d solve them or not. In fact, he hoped he wouldn’t. He just wanted to brainstorm answers and theories until morning came. But each question brought memories of the illusion. 

	Shaking, manic in the cave’s corner, he let his mind drift back to Deavios. Grey pulled up the chat with the so few messages and the “User not found” moniker. A mystery with no ties to the day’s events and no readily available solution. It was perfect. He breathed in, and out. In, then out. 

	Eventually, the young Misnomer fell asleep. As terrible as things might seem when awake, at least the conscious mind has limitations. Nightmares were not kind to young Grey that night.
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	The upward sloping passage was lit by wrought iron torches secured to the scabrous walls. Damsel still had her amulet aglow, and the pink-tinted light clashed with the torches like a flashlight interrupting a candlelit ritual.

	Grey flicked his eyes between the numerous torches and nervously tapped his thumb against the hilt of his sword. He wondered about the logistics of those torches. Were they kept ablaze by some unknown Source Code pulsing through the dark passages? Or was there someone or in charge of their upkeep? He didn’t know which he preferred. He turned to Damsel. “Let’s save your amulet’s light for when we need it.”

	She turned off her light and the party ascended the rocky path. The ceiling was overwhelmed with stalactites that trickled water in a slow, arhythmic drip onto the floor where it pooled in the many divots and spilled over, creating a network of veins that streamed down the path. 

	The path took on an indecisive nature. At some points, the slope was gradual. At others, it was so steep the party had to use handholds notched into the walls.  Despite this, Grey’s mind wandered. Wandering might not be the right word, as wanderers take their time site-seeing. No. His mind thought-hopped. After two miles—which felt much more like six—his palms were muddy and the skin was raw. 

	Aside from Crow who, as usual, had overdone it on the stimulants, the party grew tired and when they finally found a fairly flat area where they could stop to replenish their Stamina. Grey found the driest spot available, and sat with his back against a wall. His right palm had already begun to blister under his middle and ring fingers. He just stared at the wounds. With his left hand, he dug his thumb and index into one of the blisters like pliers. Slow and detached, he surgically popped it, then peeled the skin there. It reminded him of something. The flesh of a cheek being flayed by a prong perhaps. But he wasn’t cognizant enough to know.

	A third hand appeared over his own two, and a voice followed. Soft, and concerned. He hardly even noticed at first. Not until another hand appeared on his left wrist. Comforting. 

	He looked up. Damsel smiled. Placed her forehead against his own. Whispered something. He didn’t know what. His mind was a tempest. His teenage eyes weren’t helping matters. They looked into hers, then down. The collar of her floral dress was loose, and her amulet had slipped out, but that wasn’t where he was looking. His emotions were bursts of lightning. He could smell her, feel her hair tickling his cheeks. And her lips. They were so close. He gulped. The tempestuous thoughts eddied and slowed. She said something again, then backed away slightly, gently separated his hands, produced a Lesser Restoration Potion, and trickled the red liquid over the wounds.

	She giggled softly, and this time he heard her. “Sometimes I think your brain is too big, Grey. It’s like a castle with too many trap doors, probably with sheets over the furniture. And new thoughts keep rushing in like they’re guests, and they take up residency.” She stopped, and suddenly laughed. “I’m not making any sense, am I?”

	Grey shrugged. “Maybe you are?”

	They’d gone another mile when everything changed. All around them were catacombs. The ceiling was still awash with stalactites, but none protruded more than half a foot. The way was no longer steep, but the path wound and twisted so frequently that it was impossible to see more than a few feet. The walls were composed entirely of bones, stacked one atop the other like Lincoln Logs, with rows of skulls completing the effect. Tall skeletons stood like statuesque guards, embedded within the bone walls. Their left arms bent forward at the elbow and jutted out from the wall, and they gripped torches similar to the ones previous—wrought iron handle, low-opacity glass encasing, flames within. In each skeleton’s right hand was a weapon, typically a sword, but sometimes one refused to conform and got creative with a halberd or flail. 

	At first, the statues had been scarce, one at every corner and always staggered between walls—left, right, left. As the path wound on, their numbers increased. Every so often one would belch sulfurous steam from its nostrils.

	The party crept through the catacombs with their weapons equipped and at the ready. They kept careful watch on the statue skeletons. Due to his recent run-in with aggressive heads, he was certain the skulls were a greater threat.

	Good instincts are important.

	A rumbling filled the corridor. The walls cracked, and the bones within shifted. The skeleton’s weapons bashed against their confines like construction workers hammering through drywall. Plumes of dust and detritus blasted outward, forcing the coughing party to their knees.

	The skeleton statues staggered, now fully out from their positions within the walls. From the left, a mace came swinging down at Grey. He blocked with his shield, then swept his sword in an upward arc, severing the skeleton in two below the ribcage.

	 

	You have received 33 EXP.

	 

	The party members huddled together in a rotating triangle. Five skeletons stood in front of them, four flanked them on their right, three on their left, and another seven had crept up from behind. Unlike the skeleton Grey had just dismantled, these ones were moving slower and prodding each other to be the next attacker. They seemed to be arguing. There wasn’t any audible language behind it, but their jaws chomped erratically. Grey scratched his head with the hilt of the sword as he Inspected the foes.

	 

	
		
				Cursed Skeleton:
Reanimated bones of ancient castle guards. They were sent on a mission to retrieve a relic for their queen, but never returned. 

				Level: 4
Health: 72/72
Disposition: Hostile
Respawn time: 1 hour

		

	

	 

	One skeleton from each position volunteered to attack first—although the process was closer to four persons pushed into a mosh pit. 

	One skeleton attacked Crow with an overhead swing of its sword. Crow had already activated Stealth, increasing his evasiveness. He dodged to the side and brought his Wakizashi down on the skeleton’s arm. The arm froze first, but the effect immediately spread across the bones and the skeleton was still. The Rogue flipped his dagger, then stabbed his opponent perfectly in its ribcage. The skeleton burst into icy shards. 

	Without stopping, Crow spun, dropped to a crouch under another attack, and slashed the legs of his next foe with his Wakizashi. No freeze effect took place, but the skeleton toppled nonetheless. Using his inverted dagger, the Rogue upward slashed through the middle of the skeleton. The strike cut to the marrow, and the follow-up was enough to finish off the skeleton. Crow then dashed to the outside of the fight for some flanking action—he was feeling backstabby. 

	Damsel and Grey remained side by side. The elf had cast Everybody Loves You on two nearby skeletons, slowing them to laughable speeds as small pink clouds bounced around their heads. She jabbed the end of her parasol crossbow into an infatuated skeleton’s face and used a Skill Grey had never seen. An arrow released into her foe’s skull and the parasol spun clockwise as fast as a motorized saw blade. He’d never wondered what driving someone’s face into a saw-blade might look like, but now he had a general idea. Tiny bone fragments flew in a whirlwind, then the torque ripped the skeleton’s skull from its spine. It slammed into one of its compatriots, where the protruding arrow penetrated the eye socket of another skull in a gruesome kiss. It did little damage, but it did offer ample distraction. As the new skeleton tried dislodging the skull of its cohort, Grey jumped forward and landed a Shield Bash on the duo.

	 

	You have gained 33 EXP. 

	 

	Two more charged from different angles, closing in a V-formation. Damsel fired Love’s Arrow on one and then the other. The closer of the two wielded a polearm. Grey lunged at it and used Two-Sword strike, but wasn’t close enough to do much damage. Although the polearm wielding skeleton was slowed, it had reach. It jabbed the polearm forward and Grey barely blocked it with his shield. Even so, the polearm’s shaft slid off and smacked him in the head. It only did 14 damage but it did leave Grey stunned. Damsel had already killed the second of the skeletons and turned to use her spinning crossbow attack on the weapon of Grey’s opponent. The polearm was turned to dust. The skeleton stood, as dumbfounded as a skeleton can look, which isn’t very. Grey shook off his stun, and used Shield Bash. The blow contacted the skeleton’s clavicle and jaw, driving the bone backward so hard it crushed through the skeleton’s neckbone. 

	 

	You have gained 33 EXP.  

	 

	Damsel thrusted another spinning parasol attack into the pelvic girdle of a skeleton on her left, and Grey made quick work of another.

	 

	You have gained 26 EXP.

	 

	The ball of a flail struck Grey on the shoulder. He let out a yelp of pain as his HP dropped by 24 points and he stumbled to the side from the attack’s blunt force. Reorienting himself, he caught sight of another opponent out the corner of his eye. The skeleton was in the middle of a forward jab with its dagger. Grey had all of a millisecond to consider how much it would hurt to have a dagger in his throat. Crow appeared, used Cyclone Blades, turning the body of bones into a bag’s worth of smaller bones, immediately looted the skeleton’s rusty dagger, then he was off again.

	Grey: Umm...thanks

	Crow: Noob.

	Damsel: Stop it, boys.

	 

	The same skeleton which had attacked Grey with its flail came in for another attack. This time, Grey saw it coming—it was rather obvious due to its slow overhead arc. He evaded the attack by shuffling a step backward. The flail stuck into the ground, and Grey stomped his left foot on the chain. The skeleton tried tugging its weapon free, but Grey smartly wrapped his right foot around the chain and kicked. He winced as the chain rolled up his ankle, but the movement worked. The skeleton, still holding the flail’s handle, stumbled forward. It lost its grip on the weapon, and raised its hands in front of its skull. This didn’t help. Grey jumped forward and used Shield Bash. The skeleton’s hands exploded inward, and the bony foe received a mouthful of its own phalanges. Grey brought the butt of his sword down on his opponent’s head, and the skeleton crumbled.

	 

	You have gained 42 EXP.

	 

	A bright light pulsed around Grey, bringing his Stamina, Khem, and HP back to 100%. A prompt of pure dopamine appeared.

	 

	Congratulations! You have reached Level 5.

	With each Level increase, your stats will be improved based on the actions you took to achieve the Level increase.

	 

	You have received 4 Stat Points to allocate at your discretion. 

	Allocate them within the next 24 hours or they will be allocated for you at random.

	 

	You have received 2 Skill Points! 

	 

	New Skills are now available.

	 

	Filled with confidence, Grey spun to bring down another few skeletons, but when he looked around all he saw was dust. Damsel quaffed a Restoration Potion. 

	Crow was in a frog stance on the ground, picking up gold and brushing through bone fragments. “Grey. Five kills, out of twenty-one? I killed ten barely trying. Even Damsel managed six.” He produced a ring so rusted it looked like it belonged in one of those Thrifty-Loot marts, and held it in front of his face. “Do better.”

	Grey scowled. “Hey, I just Leveled up.”

	“Good job, Grey!” Damsel said.

	Crow smirked. “I’m about three kills away from Level 8.”

	Grey stuffed his hands in his hoodie’s front pocket to sulk. He toggled over to check his Skills. 

	 

	
		
				Survivalist:
Few things suck more than dying, the Survivalist Skill will help to avoid that. 
 
 
 
Cost to Unlock: 1 Skill Point

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Passive Ability
Effects: 

	● +10% to maximum Health

	● +10% Health regeneration rate


 

		

	

	 

	
		
				Antisocial:
No one likes being crowded, especially when it’s by enemies who can’t understand that you just want some alone time. 
 
 
Cost to Unlock: 1 Skill Point

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Passive Ability
Effects: 

	● 15% to cause knockback upon a successful block with your shield

	● +3 thorns damage


Thorns: damages enemies automatically when they hit you.

		

	

	 

	Grey thought hard about this decision. Both Skills seemed incredibly useful. Technically, he did have two Skill Points, so he could get both Passive Skills. But something held him back. Level 5 was the first time he’d been granted two Skill Points, he could use them to unlock Beast Mode or upgrade his Shield Bash to Shield Stun.  

	Beast Mode was still the most attractive Skill to Grey, but he didn’t think their group would hold up in battle if he used a reckless ability like that. Crow was too much of a maverick. He decided on purchasing one of the new passive Skills and saving the other Skill Point for later. 

	Survivalist would add to the somewhat tanky thing he had going on, but Antisocial would offer him a way to keep enemies on the defensive with knockback. On top of that, he loved the idea of monsters taking damage from thorns each time they attacked him. 

	That finished the mental argument and Grey selected Antisocial. A notification informed him he’d learned the new Passive Skill. He swept it away and toggled to his Stats to see if any of them had been increased for reaching Level 5.

	 

	
		
				Overview

				Stats

				Skills

				Inventory

				Quests

				Social

				Settings

		

	

	 

	
		
				Strength (26): You have received +3 Strength for performing HIIT cardio (high intensity interval training) during battle.
Intelligence (23): You have received +2 Intelligence for your cunning in battle.
Dexterity (17): No changes to report.
Constitution (23): You have received +3 Constitution for performing HIIT cardio (high intensity interval training) during battle.
Charisma (12): No changes to report.
 

		
				You have 4 Available Stat Points
Allocate your Stat Points in the next 24 hours or they will be allocated for you

		

	
1 unused Skill Point

		

	

	 

	Because of Crow’s remarks, Grey felt justified pouring all four points into Strength. When the prompt asked if he was sure, he second guessed himself and reallocated one into Constitution. He wasn’t sure, but confirmed nonetheless when the prompt asked again.

	Before they moved on, Grey wanted to learn about Damsel’s new Skill.

	“Oh,” she beamed. “It’s called Saw Shot. Pretty cool, right? Only cost me one Skill Point too, so now I’ll have one saved for next time something comes up.”

	“What about Aura of Protection?” he asked through his teeth.

	“What about it?” she asked.

	Grey looked to Crow, who stared at a wall in a way that suggested he was dreaming about repeatedly hitting his head against it in frustration, then sighed. He just wasn’t in the mood.

	“Nothing.”

	The party continued with their break and ate their respective lunches of dried meat, stale bread, and for Crow, more coffee and cigarettes. They talked for a while, then Damsel went off to meditate on her feelings, leaving Grey to sit with Crow. This was pretty much the same as leaving him alone, since the Rogue had muted dialogue and appeared to be skipping through his playlist for the perfect song. 

	Without the distractions of Stat allocations or enemies to conquer, dark thoughts sifted through the cracks in Grey’s barriers again. He stared at some bones vacantly, then dropped his head and breathed in for five seconds, held, then out for five. It was supposed to help. It didn’t. 

	In the corner, Crow sharpened his blades as a cigarette dangled from his lips. And although he looked composed, his jaw was clenched. Was it always clenched like that? 

	This marked the moment Grey began to understand his rival, at least to some extent. He still didn’t like the guy, but he understood. This was why Crow craved fighting, why he focused so intently on honing his skills. 

	And he did understand. When Grey fought, everything else faded away. His mind could focus on the battle and nothing else. There simply wasn’t room for anything else. A switch flipped, blacking out the blaring lights of trauma, and all that was left was muscle memory. It was—for the most part—the same when he got to pick a new Skill, or allocate his Stats. Tasks at hand. Immediate gratification. Sudden distractions. 

	But when he had free time, his mind found ways to sink into itself. Grey wondered if there was a way to control it, to harness his intelligence and direct his thoughts rather than allow them free reign to revisit whatever they wanted. Then maybe, just maybe...he paused, looked at Crow again. Did he really want to drive out every emotion? Lock away any bad memory? Or rely on pills to stay above water? Grey didn’t know. 

	There has to be a balance. There has to be. 

	He pulled up his inventory and equipped the canned energy potion. Popped the tab. Sipped. Bubbly, smooth, berry deliciousness. 

	It reminded him of summer. Not the summers he had experienced personally, but real summers. The ones no one experiences except in romanticized memories. That golden sunlight that painted the memories in a nostalgia-filtered sepia. He sipped again. Already he could feel his mood elevating and his mind skipped over the sinkholes of despair.

	Why face your demons when you can berry them?
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	The party continued along the path without major incident. There were a few more skirmishes, but nothing that posed much trouble. But they did provide proof that Grey had been right to select Antisocial. 

	Crow would activate Stealth and make his way to the edge of the corridor. Damsel would get to the right and fire a few Love’s Arrows to slow opponents. Grey would use Disrespectful Shout to pull aggro. 

	Each time, the skeletons fell for the taunt, and charged toward Grey. It was like watching a team of carriages run a stop sign, only to get t-boned in the middle of the intersection. Crow used Cyclone Blades while Damsel ran in and used Saw Shot. Any that weren’t caught in the blender met Grey, where he practiced blocking and countering to gauge the usefulness of the +15% chance to knockback. The usefulness wasn’t in question long. 

	The logistics, on the other hand...it didn’t seem to matter whether he blocked an attack and pushed back or if he simply nudged an attack to the side. The knockback occurred whenever the algorithm dictated. 

	The path ascended to a large, oval shaped structure. At its front, a short wall of rocks structured like safety barriers at a scenic overlook. In the middle, the rocks cut off, with a downward-sloping trail between them.

	The party approached the gap in the cobblestone barrier. Crow crept toward the left and knelt beside the gap, which revealed an unkempt trail that descended down a steep hill, dark stone intermixed with loose black dirt led into the structure. Grey moved to the right. Damsel popped up onto the barrier and sat like a kid on the kitchen counter. Beside her, Grey placed his hands on the barrier’s sternum-high surface and scouted the way forward.

	The first thing that caught his eye was the dusky light that flowed in from above, sifted through motes of dust. The ceiling was a high-rising dome, like those in the more modern Bitworld Battle Stadiums. The light flowed in through the dome’s transparent apex.

	He glanced back to the path. The trail’s descent leveled out some thirty feet below and gave way to a wide platform that extended a distance before abruptly cutting off. At the end of the path there was an arena the shape and size of a pleasantly plump giant. Obese, sure, but with a well-maintained shape of circularity. High walls of cobblestone surrounded everything. 

	Aside from stone protrusions scattered throughout, the floor looked unnatural, as if constructed intentionally. It hosted a grid of cobblestone tiles, with three faint but distinguishable colors of them. From what he could tell, there seemed to be a pattern. His mind jumped to a statistically likely conclusion. 

	Trap. 

	A small dirt slide to the left pulled Grey’s attention, and he darted his eyes to the gap in the barrier, then over it. Crow slid down the trail with ease, caught himself on a rock to control his momentum, then repeated. A plume of dust filled the air behind him as he approached the platform below.

	Grey tried yelling for his rival to stop, but as per usual, Crow had his dialog volume turned down too low to hear him. So he sent a party message.

	 

	Grey: Stop! It’s a trap!

	Crow: What are you…oh. This isn’t good.

	 

	The Rogue ran recklessly onto the tiled floor, across three stones of a muted granite. Then onto a saturated mauve one. Which is when he had to stop. 

	Translucent walls of glowing, deep purple erupted around the edges of the stone, imprisoning him. The tile disintegrated. Crow cursed as he fell through.

	“Crow!” Grey yelled. He jumped the barrier and tripped, skidded, then rolled down the path before finally coming to a halt when he smacked into a rock near the bottom. He stood, shaking his head. Damsel was already there beside him.

	 

	Grey: Crow, what’s down there?

	Damsel: Are you okay? I can feel your fear.

	Crow: Yeah, I’m fine. I fear nothing. I’m…oh boy. 

	Grey: What?!

	Crow: Big. Yellow. Eyes.

	 

	The two friends exchanged worried glances and ran toward the edge of the platform. Crow’s voice echoed with screams and curses, all which seemed to revolve around insulting a “giant freaking beast.” Another sound echoed from beneath, a low, threatening growl. Grey was just about to jump onto the tiled puzzle floor when he heard Crow behind him.

	“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” said the Rogue, his fists clenched.

	Grey turned to see his rival in the midst of a respawn. His body, pale and ghostly, slowly solidified.

	Damsel rushed to her ally’s aid. “What happened? Are you all right?!”

	“I just died, so you tell me. I don’t know what the bit a Level 15 Stonehound  is doing down there, but hell. I’ve never seen something so sinister. Seriously. It takes a lot to scare me. You know, since I live for the darkness and all that. But this thing. I tried Cyclone Blades. Barely scratched it. Tried activating Stealth. Its claws didn’t notice my increased chance to evade.” He sighed. “Life is so meaningless.”

	“But did you try backstab?” Grey asked, smirking.

	Crow showed Grey a vulgar hand signal. He shook his head and the muscles in his neck tightened visibly. “I’ve never been killed that fast.”

	“Look on the bright side!” Damsel said brightly. “You respawned.”

	Crow rolled his eyes. “Some bright side. I lost all my EXP. I was so close to Level 8. Why the hell didn’t you say something to warn me, Grey?”

	“What?” Grey asked, stepping toward his rival. “How is this my fault?”

	“Because you always find the traps and puzzles first. So either you were slacking off or you didn’t tell me on purpose.”

	Grey considered several reactions in a matter of two seconds. Each ended with him getting beat up, unfortunately. He decided against reacting. Instead, he scoffed, stuffed his hands in his hoodie’s front pocket and returned his focus to figuring out the puzzle on the floor ahead. He hoped that Crow hadn’t totally ruined their chances of getting through. Otherwise—he cringed—they’d just have to go all the way back to the last checkpoint and hope the floor would reset. 

	He hiked back up the path, climbed onto the cobblestone barrier and crouched frog style, facing the puzzle floor. He chewed on his hoodie’s drawstring, and from his little perch, assessing their dilemma. 

	The first thing he considered was whether they could climb around the floor. But the walls were far too steep and showed no sign of handholds. 

	He focused back on the floor itself. Tiles. Three colors. Two had been stepped on. The mauve tile Crow had stepped on was still missing though, just a hole in the ground leading to certain death. The two granite-blue tiles were a little brighter than before, like one of those retro dancefloor arcade games. They also seemed to have cracked like a thin layer of ice over a pond in early winter. The third variety, and the only one left untouched, looked like rusted copper.  

	Grey pulled the drawstring from his mouth. Coiled it around his finger, uncoiled it, then coiled again. The mauve was obvious. Don’t step on mauve. If the granite blues were cracked, then one step might cause them to break completely. Or perhaps they were timed. The only way to find out for sure was to try. He remembered the vines Crow had gathered after their run-in with Coziosm and wondered if they could use those to avoid falling in. It was one thing for a single person to get across that way, but three might be stretching it. 

	He then considered the rusted copper tiles. He leaned forward on his toes and searched for them, his eyes following his index finger. Connected to the platform were two coppers. One was set to the left and the other on the right—four tiles away from the wall on either side. Fourteen tiles between the two, and both were isolated from any other copper tiles. A rock protrusion stuck out directly behind both the coppers. The rock placement was probably not a coincidence, but it wasn’t particularly helpful in figuring out how to approach the puzzle as a whole. 

	He scanned the floor and found seven clusters of 3-6 coppers scattered throughout. Each cluster formed a distinct shape. None were within jumping range of another, including the two coppers at the front of the floor. 

	What am I missing?

	He went over them again, but nothing made sense. Then, a glimmer caught his eye. 

	It came from a cylindrical rock protrusion, nearly dead center, directly under the light that flowed in from the ceiling. The glimmer had come from an insignia. A scan of the puzzle floor showed six other rock protrusions, making nine altogether. A closer glance revealed insignias carved into all nine—each insignia was facing the entrance where Grey was thinking.  

	Grey cursed himself. How could he have been so blind?! The entire time he’d thought the rocks were merely obstacles, but they were actually part of the puzzle. They had to be. He tried making out the insignia, but it was too small and too far away. His eyesight wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t as good as a... 

	“Rogue or Ranger,” he grumbled.

	Reluctantly, he called his friend, and his rival, over to help.

	When they met Grey at the barrier atop the overlook, he explained the theory he had so far. Pointing out each of the insignias, he asked if either of them could make out their symbols. Crow had no issue doing so. Damsel’s sight was better than Grey’s but she didn’t have the same ability to see through shadows and those farthest back required her to emit her Amulet’s shine. Holding it out with one hand, she aimed her Parasol Crossbow—canopy drawn back—and looked down the pole like a sniper. Her vision naturally zoomed in as it always did when she took aim at a distant target. 

	“Insignias on every one,” she said, lowering her bow. “Good eye, Grey!”

	Neither Rogue nor Empath understood the insignias’ meanings, but they both noted that the markings were engraved into geometric shapes that jutted out from the rock faces like buttons. Grey asked Crow to carve the shapes into the nearest wall. 

	The Rogue chiseled away at the wall with quick strokes of his Wakizashi, illuminating each crude carving a pale frosted blue. Grey smiled. Each insignia matched one of the formations made up by the clusters of copper tiles. He was still unsure exactly what that meant but knew there was a correlation. How could there not be?

	At his instruction, Damsel held out her Amulet, shined a light forth, and fired an arrow at the protrusion closest to them. The arrow whistled through the silent arena, and her aim was true. With a click, the button dented inward. An adjacent tile shot a beam of light upwards, then released a cloud of copper rust into the air where it hovered, reflecting light from above as brilliant specks.

	Grey and Damsel stared in awe. 

	Crow shrugged. “Yeah, I guess it’s kind of cool.”

	Damsel repeated her shot across the eight other rock protrusions. One by one the tile clusters that matched the rocks’ geometric shapes released their colors. The puzzle floor gleamed. The lights projected upward at least fifteen feet. Sitting on the edge of the cobblestone barrier, Grey’s retinas sparkled. It was the first time since embarking on their adventure he’d experienced any form of wonder that wasn’t corrupted by mystery or torment. 

	Damsel fell into utter silence. 

	The brilliance even affected Crow. He told his allies to adjust their settings for music volume, and he played a song stolen from a distant platform. The band, Sigur Ros. The song, Hoppipolla. 

	And for the minutes that followed, Grey felt infinite. 

	He was quickly reminded that he was, in fact, quite temporal. 

	Crow had his playlist on shuffle. The next song was less than peaceful, and when the “drop” hit, it pummeled the party out of their reveling. They turned down their music volume and approached the first of the gleaming tiles. 

	Grey theorized that it was a teleportation puzzle, and that there’d be a pattern to how the portals worked. He was mostly correct. Each tile was a portal of its own, so each cluster had anywhere from 3-6 routes. While he’d been right about the portal aspect, he’d been wrong about the pattern. There was nothing of the sort. At least not one that he could decipher. Several times they wound up back at the beginning. 

	After fifteen minutes of trying to math their way through, Grey groaned. “This is pointless.” 

	“Life is pointless.” 

	“I think it’s kind of fun!” Damsel said.

	They all took different routes at random in hopes that one of them would stumble onto the right sequence of portals by pure chance. Crow reached the end first and, standing just off the puzzle floor, he directed Grey and Damsel on the path he had taken. It still took another five minutes for Damsel to reach the other end of the arena. 

	Grey took longer. He could swear the gods were changing portal destinations just to pick on him. Ten minutes after Damsel had, he too reached the exit.
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	Beyond the puzzle floor, there was no clear-cut path. To Grey, the wide path before them looked like parted lips of an enormous stone toad. A multitude of domelike swellings in the path rendered the floor uneven. As they went, the ceiling gradually curved downward and the light that had illuminated the puzzle area faded. Damsel pulled out her Amulet and held it in front of her to light the way. After a quarter mile or so, the ceiling got so low that the space between it and the mounded floor was no more than a few feet. 

	With no other option, they fell to their hands and knees and crawled through the chasm. The air felt heavy from the thousands of pounds of rock above, yet thin from the low oxygen content. Before long, the ground sloped downward, allowing them to pull themselves into the sort of crouched walks that would make an adult observer’s back and knees ache just from watching. It was a gradual slope of rocky moguls at first, but steepened the further they went. 

	Grey nearly slipped due to the limitations of Damsel’s light. He caught himself, but not without skidding a few feet and scraping his knee. 

	 The floor abruptly cut to nearly a straight drop. Forced to adjust, the party climbed down with their chests to the rock wall. Having little difficulty with the darkness, Crow descended a ways from the others. Damsel and Grey stayed in line with one another. She went first, scoping out each foothold with the amulet’s light, then stopped and guided Grey. As they went, the Misnomer maintained a watchful eye on his status bars, the strenuous descent drained his Stamina at a steady rate and he didn’t want to risk bottoming out in such a precarious position. 

	Damsel, however, was not so cognizant. Before long, the amulet’s light flickered weakly.

	She yawned. “I’m getting…”

	Grey looked down, noticed her head swaying like a drunk, and his reflexes kicked in. He found a small step to her left. She lost her grip. He dropped to the thin platform, landing on his toes, but cracking the step in half. He nearly fell himself, but found a handhold. It was sharp and cut into his palm, but he hardly noticed. At the same time, he extended his other hand outward and caught Damsel by her forearm. With shocking ease, he pulled her up and held her there. He’d never before considered how his increased Strength would benefit him outside of battles, but understood now. Even a week ago, he wouldn’t have been able to hoist her petite frame like that. 

	“Thanks,” she mumbled.

	As Grey’s palm bled, the nerve endings pulsed and he finally felt the pain his adrenaline had dulled. He winced. “I need you to drink a potion. Can you do that?”

	She smiled and touched his cheek. “So heroic.”

	“Damsel.”

	“Don’t be so…” her head wobbled around. “Testy.” 

	Crow was already on the way to investigate. He appeared below the two and climbed over. “What happened?”

	“She wasn’t watching her Stamina.”

	“Stam-minnn--nah,” Damsel slurred.

	Crow rolled his eyes. “Noob.” He pulled out a potion and, putting his Charisma to the test, convinced her to stop pursing her lips. “I’m a Rogue. We don’t have frat houses. That’s Knights and Wizards. It’s just a Restoration Potion.” 

	She consented to the potion and he administered it. A minute later she regained her Stamina, apologized, expressed gratitude, and so forth. Before continuing, Grey poured some of a Restoration Potion onto his hand, then wrapped it in a little handkerchief Damsel handed him. They continued their descent, but Crow remained close. 

	Twenty minutes later, they reached the bottom of the rock face and sat, happy to be on friendly, solid ground again. Hostile creatures were one thing, but Grey decided right then and there that no matter how terrible a monster is, at least they had a Health pool that could be whittled down. Terrain, on the other hand, was a much more implacable force.

	Overall, the room before them looked straightforward enough. It was about as standard as a path could be. Circular, surrounded by some stalagmites. A large door on the opposite end. The only worrisome component was the overpopulated colony of slumbering bats hanging from the vaulted ceiling. 

	And then there was the chest.

	Located on a slightly raised, octagonal platform in the center of the room was a single, crimson chest, emitting a red aura that pulsed like a heartbeat. The keyhole resembled a demon face. Fifty fingers, give or take a handful, peeked out from the crack between lid and chest, bent at the knuckles. The elongated fingernails dug into the chest, leaving scratches in the unholy wood. 

	“Oh!” Damsel clapped excitedly. “I’ve never seen a Cursed Chest before!”

	Crow steepled his hands together. His visible eye sparkled. “Loot.”

	“Yeah, loot.” Grey sighed. “There’s not a chance we could just leave this chest alone, is there? Wait for loot to come in some other form? You know, something without all the…fingers?” Maybe it was the type of exhaustion that Stamina held no claim over, but he was beginning to feel like the day’s length stretching him thinner than a bulimic cricket. 

	Crow scoffed. “Not a chance.”

	“Worth a try.”

	Huddled around the chest on the octagonal platform, Damsel and Grey equipped their weapons. Crow glanced to ensure their readiness, then did the honors. The fingers moved, tapping against the chest in a staccato melody played three octaves too high. The red aura beat harder and extended massively with each beat. The fingers’ melody was sickening, changing scales at random and completely ignoring any form of musical theory. The beats reached the speed of a double bass pedal that’s fallen victim to an amateur drummer in an even more amateur death metal band. Then the demon face screamed. All in all, the chest’s musical composition wasn’t going to win any awards, but at least it tried.

	The bats woke up. Hundreds of orange eyes gleamed. And a prompt appeared in the center of Grey’s HI.

	 

	You have activated a Cursed Chest.

	To open the Cursed Chest, kill a minimum of 100 foes within 2 minutes. Every party member must survive. 

	 

	 

	When he dismissed the prompt he noticed an addition to the right side of his HI. A timer and a kill count.

	 

	Time left: 1:59

	Foes slain: 0/100

	 

	Grey instinctively Inspected a few of the bats in rapid succession. Each Inspection stated the same information.

	 

	
		
				Cave Bat:
Dwelling deep inside of mountains where food is not plentiful, cave bats are omnivorous. Not omnivorous like a berry-loving grizzly bear, though. More omnivorous like a starved goat, they will eat ANYTHING.

				Level: 3
Health: 31/31
Disposition: Hostile
 

		

	

	 

	The bats weren’t high Level creatures, but that offered little comfort considering there were definitely more than one hundred of them. 

	The bats dropped from their perches, formed a black cloud, and flew clockwise in a wide cylindrical formation. They formed a tornado that quickly quadrupled in length and stabbed down like a massive blade. The three heroes dove out of the way as the bat-nado crashed into the ground. The winged rodents dispersed in all directions like a shockwave after a desert-setting nuclear detonation. 

	Actually, I think bats are mammals.

	Grey knelt, holding his shield protectively, while waves of the small creatures pelted against it. His arm shook as he strained against the pressure of their assault. Thanks to his passive ability, Antisocial, many that met his shield were knocked back and all of them took thorns damage with each attack. That was only a small consolation, though. They surrounded him in all directions, diving in and biting. His Health dropped by 11, 14, 19. Grimacing as one bit into his shoulder, he spun and slashed through the air with a Two-Sword Strike. He unleashed a Shield bash, then stabbed out with his sword in a movement that looked like he was punching numbers on a clock—ten, then twelve, then two. Several bats exploded into pixelated dust. Fifteen prompts quickly stacked one atop the other, each of them stating he had received +14 EXP. 

	 

	Time left: 1:24

	Foes slain: 33/100

	 

	The remaining bats regrouped overhead, then separated into three smaller tornadoes. Each targeting a different hero. They crashed down. 

	Grey held his shield in front of him, and he leapt to avoid the attack. He didn’t jump far enough. The force of the spinning wind hurled him to the side. His back struck a wall. His head followed. He groaned as the pain forced him to drop his weapons. He collapsed, another 29 HP lost. Dazed, he used the wall to hoist himself to his feet.

	He downed a Lesser Restoration Potion—bouncing him up to 74%—and heard a sing-song scream. Damsel. He searched for her, but spotted his rival instead.

	With Stealth activated, Crow was a streak of black lightning inside his tornado. He circled the interior, using the bats as stepping stones to launch his attacks. His Cyclone Blades opened wide holes, and bat blood spattered the walls. 

	 

	Foes Slain: 128/100

	Time left: 00:59

	 

	Of course. Crow had already slaughtered enough to fulfill the chest’s requirement. Now, Grey thought, it was all about survival. And gaining as much EXP as possible, of course.

	Grey quickly diverted his gaze to Damsel, who wasn’t faring quite as well. She whirled around, holding her parasol in both hands and over her head. A quick check of her HP showed her at 34/115, and he knew she’d never make it through the remaining 51 seconds without help.

	 

	Grey: Hang in there, Damsel!

	Damsel: What else would I be doing?

	Grey: You have a good point.

	Damsel: Could use some help. This tornado formation is making me really dizzy.

	Crow: Busy killing monsters.

	 

	Grey darted his eyes to the thin tornado of bats surrounding Damsel. He desperately wanted to run to her aid, but another tornado was coming his way. Luckily, his mind was his greatest asset. An idea flashed into it. 

	 

	Grey: Cast Everybody Loves You!

	 

	The Empath didn’t hesitate. Still spinning, she unleashed a devastating hip pop, wink, and kiss-blow. The pinkish fluffy clouds and heart emojis erupted. The incessant barking turned into a purr. 

	Before Grey could appreciate the attack, his reformed batnado ripped across the floor toward him, the wind whipping his face as they neared. He leapt forward and used Two-Sword Strike to impale one of the bats. A second sword appeared and struck another. It wasn’t much, but at least it was something Grey could do.

	The tornado tossed him around like a sock in the drier. Until that point in his life, he hadn’t known he was the type to get motion sickness. He screamed as several bats took turns parting from their position in the cyclone to bite him. Then he vomited. One bat fell victim to the puke-attack and flew away. 

	That’s one way to deal with an enemy. 

	The other bats took turns nipping at his neck, arms, and legs. He blocked as many as he could with his shield, which caused the occasional knockback and returned the favor with thorns damage—but his HP was still dropping steadily from the onslaught. 

	Grey had just under half of his maximum Health when he unleashed a Shield Bash. The attack exploded some bats and simultaneously knocked him out of the hurricane. A tendril of bats branched from the tornado and snatched him back up just as Damsel came on the party chat.

	 

	Damsel: My hurricane’s dealt with. Sawblade Shot for the win!

	Damsel: Coming your way, Grey!

	Damsel: Does bat blood stain? 

	Crow: Are you being serious right now?

	Damsel: Just asking. Sheesh.

	 

	She was spinning beside him in the tornado seconds later. Grey saw that Everybody Loves You was on a cooldown, but she still had 83% of her Compassion left, and his mind went into hyperdrive. 

	He knew that, with a cost of eleven Compassion per arrow, she would be able to fire sixteen Love Arrows before empty. Since Love’s Arrow’s area of infatuation only had a range of six inches from point of impact in all directions, he didn’t think it’d be enough to take down the entire tornado. But, he thought to himself, there was only about 3 feet between each side of the tornado wall, and Shield of the Misnomer was 2.5 feet in diameter. Going full mathematical on that, Grey had an idea. 

	 

	Grey: I’m going to throw my shield up the hurricane.

	Grey: Fire Love’s Arrow at its edges.

	 

	Grey wasted no time, knowing Damsel would be right behind him. He hurled Shield of the Misnomer upward through the eye of the storm. As it spun up the hurricane, Damsel volleyed Love Arrows at the shield’s edges. Each arrow burst at the tip with a pinkish, fluffy cloud. The upward-travelling bursts of love overwhelmed the bats with infatuation and their speedy flight slowed to a gentle glide. 

	 

	Foes slain: 214/100

	Time left: 00:09

	 

	With the last remaining seconds, Grey spammed Two-Sword Strike. He managed another four kills before the timer ended. The surviving bats dispersed and flew up to the ceiling for a nice nap. 
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	Grey sprawled out on the floor, his eyes transfixed on the prompts that had appeared on his HI.      

	 

	You have met the Cursed Chest’s requirements! 

	It is now unlocked. 

	You have received a bonus of 135 EXP!

	 

	You have taught Shield of the Misnomer an Action!🛈

	 

	He read them over, at first a little dismayed. 

	Seriously? Only 135 EXP for fighting hundreds of bats?! 

	His disgruntlement didn’t last long, though. The last of the prompts hadn’t just piqued his curiosity, it had injected it with a proverbial hyper-grow serum, causing said curiosity to balloon to such large proportions it squished every other emotion.

	You have taught Shield of the Misnomer an Action, he thought, propping himself up on his tailbone. He had no idea what that meant or how something like that was even possible as he’d never heard of a weapon learning an Action. That just wasn’t how Bitworld worked; a hero could learn new Skills, even weapon Skills, but for a weapon to learn anything for itself? And without gaining a Level, no less? It was uncanny, to say the least.17 With no attempt at hiding his excitement, he Inspected the weapon.

	 

	
		
				Shield of the Misnomer
Forged by Binary Blessings of Zero, Shield of the Misnomer Levels with the hero it binds to. As you grow, so too does this magical item.
 
 
Actions:
❖      Boomerang
 
 
 
 
Cannot be sold or traded - Bound to Source

				Level: 04
Defense: + 44
Durability: 39/51
(Shield of the Misnomer will repair itself slowly over time)
Spirit Points: 6/6
Rarity: Legendary
Quality: Superb
Properties:
❖      +25% chance to block
❖      +13% chance to counter
❖      +14% resistance to elemental damage
❖      +1 Strength
❖      +1 Constitution

		

	

	 

	Grey stared at the weapon’s description window slack jawed. Although the stats hadn’t increased, the item’s window had changed. There it was. An Action, Boomerang.  

	He toggled over it, and just like with his own Skill tree, a small window opened up, superimposed over Shield of the Misnomer’s window. He read the Action’s description, and as he did, he had to jump down the rabbit hole just to make sense of everything.

	 

	
		
				Boomerang (return to sender):
Your shield is loyal only to you and, as such, will always return when thrown. This attack can hit up to 20 foes before it must return.
 
 

				Weapon Action: Shield of the Misnomer
Cost: 1 Spirit Point
Effect: Hurl your shield into enemies.
Damage: 18-21 (Physical) per impact
Cooldown: N/A
 
Note: This is a weapon specific attack. As such, the resource cost of 1 Spirit Point will be paid by your Shield of the Misnomer when you activate the Action “Boomerang”. 
 
Shield of the Misnomer has a maximum of 6 Spirit Points at its current Level, and will regenerate 1 Spirit Point every 15 minutes.

		

	

	 

	There was much about the description that didn’t make sense. It also seemed strange that Shield Bash wasn’t an Action. He tried to fill in the gaps of information, but before he’d made any progress, Crow’s irritation stole the young hero’s focus.

	“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” the Rogue groaned. “Now your weapon can learn its own attacks?”

	“Be nice,” Damsel said. “He’s just being rewarded for thinking outside the system.”

	Grey turned to his allies and smirked at Crow. “What can I say but—”

	“Don’t you finish—”

	“Deus ex Machina?”

	“—that.” Crow groaned. “Whatever. You aren’t the only one who benefited from the Cursed Chest. We did too.”

	Grey tried not to roll his eyes. I hadn’t assumed I was. 

	He looked Crow over, noticing then that the Rogue had earned a new item, a waxed jacket, made entirely of batwing leather with bones stitched into the shoulders for added defense. 

	Crow saw Grey admiring the duds. “I know it doesn’t match perfectly with the black, but the properties make up for it. Check it out.” 

	 

	
		
				Rebel with a (deadly) Cause Jacket
It’s been said that this vintage leather jacket was the one that the infamous Scoundrel, Jameis Deane. If you are a Scoundrel who often finds yourself in need of an escape route—specifically out a window when your conquest’s significant other returns home—this jacket is perfect for you.

				Level Requirement: 7
Defense: + 19
Durability: 30/30
Rarity: Epic
Quality: Above Average
Properties:
❖      +11% increased movement speed
❖      +9 Dexterity
❖      +9 Charisma
❖      10% reduction to cooldown times on all Stealth related Skills

		

	

	 

	“Dang,” Grey muttered. “Not bad.”

	“That’s not all,” Crow said, playing with the zipper on the coat to decide whether it looked better zipped or unzipped. “I also hit Level 8 and got a new Skill.”

	Of course he Leveled up. Again, Grey thought with some irritation. 

	He toggled over to his rival’s Skills and found the one that he hadn’t seen before. If his jaw hadn’t been attached by bones and joints, it would have hit the floor. 

	 

	
		
				Shadow Self:
Become one with your shadow, and move through the darkness like the angsty assassin you are. While Shadow Self is active, attacks pass through you, and all of your attacks receive the Backstab bonus.

				Specialization: Stealth
Cost: 45 Angst
Effects: For 10 seconds, your resistance to physical damage is increased by 20%; your movement speed is increased by 10%; and your critical hit chance is increased by 15%.
Cooldown: 30 seconds
 

		

	

	 

	As cool as Crow’s new jacket was, this trumped it. He knew the Rogue would disagree, considering the jacket’s ‘loner smoking under the bleachers’ aesthetic. But that was irrelevant to the Misnomer. As envious as he was, that emotion was supplanted by his mind’s innate love of strategy. 

	Damsel had not been entirely idle while the two young men were having their pissing contest. She’d been singing to herself. Noticing they were nearly finished, however, she entered the conversation and twirled around to show off her own new items. With three Empath items, she had been the luckiest in terms of loot. She was practically raising her hand and waving it in the air, giddy to grab Grey’s attention. It required all his focus not to swoon. But focus prevailed, and he Inspected her. 

	 

	
		
				Green Ranger’s Short Cloak
Woven by the Grant High Elves, this cloak is made for those who take the path of the Ranger seriously.

				Level Requirement: 5
Defense: +16
Durability: 28/28
Rarity: Uncommon
Quality: Above Average
Properties:
❖      +11 Dexterity
❖      +3% Rate of fire (ranged)
❖      +7 EXP per kill

		

	

	 

	
		
				Duck-Toed Rain Boots
Don’t let rain, or water, get you down.

				Level Requirement: 2
Defense: +11
Durability: 21/21
Rarity: Uncommon
Quality: Average
Properties:
❖      +12% resistance to water damage

		

	

	 

	From head to toe, she looked like a mix of classic Elvish Ranger, hipster, and a girl who’d been allowed to dress herself before she was remotely old enough to do so properly. Her green ranger’s cloak had a hood that she pulled up to frame her delicate features. If it weren’t for her large eyeglasses and baseball cap, she might have looked serious. The biggest benefit to the cloak as far as Grey was concerned was that, unlike her floral dress, it revealed very little. It was an improvement, but the quiver’s strap crossed diagonally over her chest still accentuated certain assets. The brown duck-toed boots and plum colored leggings did, however, make the appearance less sultry. 

	“That,” Grey stammered, “is a good color on you.”

	“The plum with the green really brings out your clearly fantastic fashion sense,” Crow said with no small hint of sarcasm.

	Damsel folded her arms in front of her. “You wore the hollowed-out skull of a goat on your head.”

	“And looked awesome...”
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	Loot acquired, Cursed Chest completed, the heroes continued through the winding torch-lit passages until they came to a fork in the path. To the right, the path continued to snake its way out of site. The path to the left, though, cut off abruptly. Tendrils of sandy veins reached out from the floor on that side. 

	When they reached the fork, it became clear that the leftward path was actually a small alcove, the light pouring through an open doorway against the back wall. The opening was inset from the rest of the wall, which was carved into columns. They stood there, bathed in the opening’s light, and Grey took a step forward in curious awe. A prompt appeared in the center of his HI.

	 

	You have located an Instance.

	Do you wish to enter?

	 

	The Misnomer’s eyes widened. He had heard about Instances, and while he hadn’t thought they’d be so honest about their true nature, excitement brewed in his gut at the thought of exploring one. Several of Bron and Screech’s best adventures had taken place in Instances. In one of his favorites, the Warrior and his dragon had spent a week returning to the same one. As is the nature of Instances, it was always in the same location and every time they initiated it by entering, the monsters and loot would be back. Grey turned to his allies and motioned them forward. When they approached and each saw the same prompt, Crow shook his head. 

	“Nope. No way.” 

	“What do you mean?” Grey asked. “Why?”

	“I have a strict ‘No Instances' rule,” he said, shuttering as though a less than charming memory had just scraped sandpaper claws across the back of his neck. “I hate Instances.” He brushed at his bangs with one hand, lingering briefly as his fingers touched the skin of his forehead. His brand. 

	Damsel, unfortunately, agreed with Crow. She mentioned the dangers of Instances and, together, the Rogue and the Empath convinced Grey that it wasn’t worth the risk.

	As they veered to the right, away from the Instance and whatever mysteries it held, a whisper reached out from the golden light and spoke his name into his ear. Like a lover. Or, like a vendetta. He stared at the doorway. The longer he looked, the stronger its draw became, and he felt his steps slowing. 

	He felt a sudden throb in his right index finger. He’d wrapped his hoodie’s drawstring around the middle joint. Nothing unusual, except he’d coiled it so tight he’d cut off all the blood flow. 

	Weird. 

	He shook it out and stuffed both hands in his hoodie’s front pocket where he massaged his finger. He glanced once more at the opening. Each tendril of light was a voice in the siren’s choir. Without noticing, he took a step toward them, but caught himself when Damsel’s voice broke through. He blinked his eyes as if coming out of a trance, then jogged to catch up to his party.

	“Coming!” 

	Every couple steps, he looked over his shoulder. Even though the opening’s light had faded, he didn’t escape the whispers until he’d put the doorway a half mile behind him.
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	The young Misnomer, the elvish Empath, and the broody Rogue ventured on and eventually approached the base of a long staircase. 

	It was six feet wide and set between high walls on both sides. Glass-ensconced torches illuminated another army of skeletons trapped in the walls. Stalagmites jutted out from several of the steps, as well as the ceiling, where a colony of bats were visible. They were sleeping, for now, but Grey kept an eye on them as the party walked.

	Before ascending, Grey asked Crow if perhaps they should come up with a plan this time. Damsel agreed, noting that she wasn’t particularly interested in being caught up in another colony of virulent bats.

	Crow had already climbed three stairs. He looked over his shoulder at them, and sighed. “It wouldn’t be a bad idea, I guess.”

	Together, they considered their options. Crow’s ideas all centered around him doing everything on his own while the other two hung back and watched. Damsel had suggested one or two decent ones, but Grey reluctantly informed her they wouldn’t work. It wasn’t difficult to point out why, considering her plans revolved around trying to make it through without harming any of the creatures.

	The elf’s ears twitched and her soft face flushed. “You’re probably right, Grey.”

	“But if you’re so smart,” Crow started, “then how about you make a plan instead of just picking ours apart.”

	Grey shrunk into his shoulders, stuffed his hands in his hoodie pockets, and started fidgeting. “I didn’t mean to,” he stammered, staring at the ground. “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to be...but it’s just, well, I think you both have some really good starts. They’re just a little too one-sided.”

	“Well, that’s really helpful,” Crow groaned. He sat down on the stairs, then leaned back against a narrow stalagmite, resting his elbows on either side. “Seriously, brilliant. What would we do without you?”

	Damsel narrowed her eyes at the Rogue. “Be nice.” She turned to Grey. “I know you have a plan, you always do. They’re usually great, Grey. You just need to be confident. Here, start with this.” She placed her hands on his shoulders, adjusted his posture, and then smiled. “That’s better.”

	Grey tried agreeing, but it didn’t feel better. He liked slouching. Standing up straight felt weird and he never quite understood why positive people thought it would make such a difference. Still, he didn’t want to upset Damsel, and he did have a plan. He took a deep breath, and started mumbling.

	“Grey,” Damsel said. “Chin high, hands out of your pockets, speak clearly.”

	Crow laughed sardonically, but Damsel told him that his negative emotions were becoming toxic. 

	Silence.

	Grey eventually found his voice and orated the Cliff’s Notes version of his plan. The party agreed that it was, in fact, a good plan. Or rather, Damsel called it a great plan and Crow shrugged it off as an okay plan. As far as Grey was concerned, however, the two responses averaged out to good. He smiled shyly. “Let’s do this. Um...go team?”

	“Don’t call us that again,” Crow snarled. But then, he almost smiled. “Yeah, let’s do this. Tell us what you got.”

	Sitting on a step before his allies, Grey asked Crow to lend him a crude dagger. 

	Crow handed it over with a raised eyebrow. “Think you’ll be able to use it?”

	“I can’t equip it, but I should be able to use it.”

	“There’s a difference?”

	“If you had to swat a fly with a wand, could you?”

	“Probably.”

	“Exactly.”

	Grey smiled to himself. The logic sounded like something Deavios would say. The Misnomer placed his shield between his legs and carved a little notch into one edge with the dagger. He explained his plan in detail. Questions went back and forth between the three, and by the time they’d gotten it all sorted out, Grey had finished the woodwork. He eyed his craftsmanship, blew some of the wood shavings away, and hoping he hadn’t done too much damage, Inspected the shield. The durability had only dropped to 49/51. 

	“This should do.”

	Wary of ascending too far and triggering their foes early, Grey and Damsel positioned themselves only a few steps from the bottom of the staircase. One step above their position were two narrow stalagmites, spread a few feet apart. He wedged Shield of the Misnomer into the gap, angled it back, and knelt low behind it with his elbow firmly locked in the shield’s strap. Damsel crouched over his shoulder and situated the Parasol Crossbow in the carved notch. The build looked like a makeshift turret set within a barricade.

	“You were right, Grey,” Damsel whispered. “This accuracy boost feels incredible.”

	He blushed. “Glad you like it.” 

	It was proving very difficult for the fifteen year old boy not to notice the elf-next-door’s presence, and it didn’t help matters when she leaned in closer. A teenage Empath is a dangerous creature. Grey took a deep, nervous breath and, while trying to avoid glancing up at her, turned his head and cued Crow, who was standing like a sprinter at the blocks a few steps below.

	 

	Crow: You know she likes you, right?

	Grey: What? We’re just friends.

	Damsel: You sent this in the group chat, Crow.

	Crow: I’m well-aware. 

	Crow: The friction was getting a little tedious. You’re welcome. I’m going to go kill some things.

	 

	“He’s right, Grey,” Damsel whispered.

	Grey very nearly dropped his shield.

	“Don’t make a big deal out of it, silly. We’re in a dungeon. We’ve had unrequited love for years. What’s a few more days?”

	Grey gulped. It was about as much as he could muster. Especially since her presence had gotten closer.

	The Rogue chuckled to himself and lunged, breaking into a sprint as he reached the stairs. He activated Shadow Self the moment he passed his allies, and Grey watched as the streak of black ascended. A quarter of the way up the stairs, the skeletons in the walls emerged from their entrapment and began to stir. 

	The colony of bats woke at the same time. Crow continued to the top of the stairs, and just as Shadow Self ended, he disappeared behind a wall.

	Grey smiled. When forming his plan, he had speculated that their enemies would be triggered by any movement in front of them, but wouldn’t have the sensory acuteness to find anything at the top of the stairs. He’d been right. The horde of skeletons and bats moved about in confusion. Some of the skeletons even seemed to be discussing the situation amongst themselves in clacky grunts and hand motions.

	 

	Damsel: Should I start firing?

	Grey: Wait until Shadow Self is off cooldown. Crow, say when.

	 

	Damsel and Grey waited, but long before Crow gave the go ahead, the skeleton nearest to the bottom of the stairs groaned something to its cohorts and then pointed its sword in their direction so excitedly that its arm went flying off. The sword sliced a bat in half then lodged itself into the wall a few feet from the makeshift turret, arm dangling from its handle. The rest of the horde turned their attention on Grey and Damsel, and then rushed down the stairs.

	Damsel volleyed Love Arrows into the bat colony with stunning precision, keeping them from swarming overhead. The moment the front line of skellies came within range, Grey unleashed a Shield Bash. It knocked several skeletons back, and even blasted one’s skull off its spine with such force that it shot back through the horde like a cannonball. 

	“Let me know when you’re going to do that, Grey. It throws off my—” she stopped and screamed, as a falchion-wielding skeleton came around the Damsel-mounted-Misnomer-turret.

	Grey unstrapped himself from his shield. He pushed off from his front foot, leaving the shield lodged in place for Damsel, and then performed a low, horizontal swing with his sword. The attack cut through the skeleton’s knees, causing it to collapse in a pile of rubbish.18 

	Damsel cast Everybody Loves You on the skeletons, instantly slowing their movements. 

	 

	Damsel: Make this quick, you low-level butt snacks.

	Grey: Wow.

	Damsel: Sorry. That was mean. I’m low on Compassion.

	Crow: Clearly.

	Crow: Shadow Self is almost ready.

	 

	Grey stormed over the barricade and started attacking the front line of the skeletons. He casually wrecked the first line of them with Two Sword Strikes, earning him a total of 96 EXP and maxing out his Khem. Unfortunately, without his shield there wasn’t anything he could spend the Misnomer resource on. He caught sight of a skeleton on the step above, swinging its mace down in half-time thanks to the debuff Damsel had gifted it. Grey raised his sword, then tilted it horizontally to parry. A Two Sword Strike dismantled the off-balance skeleton and the phantom replica sword parted a second from its arm. Another foe slashed at Grey’s waist, but he inverted his sword, blocked the attack, and kicked out his opponent’s pelvic girdle, then punched its boney face for good measure.

	“Ouch,” Grey murmured, shaking out his hand—inadvertently waving his sword around awkwardly as well. The punch had drained 11 hit points from the skeleton, but had also taken 4 from Grey.

	Directly in front of him another skeleton swung its short sword downward. The movement was laughably slow, and even with his achy knuckles, Grey easily blocked the attack. Once their swords crossed, he employed a disarming technique his father had taught him as a child. Methodically, he brought his free hand under the hilt of his opponent’s sword, scooped the pommel, and twisted the skeleton’s wrist. The skeleton released the weapon, and Grey used it to sever skull from spine.

	Sadly, none of his party members were watching, but that’s how those things go. He needed his shield to be more effective. A quick command to Damsel later, he caught it like a frisbee, and equipped it. 

	Everybody Loves You ended and the skeletons’ movement speed picked back up. It might’ve been a problem, if it wasn’t for Crow. Grey heard the Rogue’s efficiency before seeing him. Loud grunts from above echoed throughout the staircase, followed by a percussive finale of blizzarding frozen bones that smacked the walls and clattered against the steps. Grey grimaced as a flying finger scraped his cheek. He nearly got angry, but the corpse of a bat flopped on his shoulder, and all he could do was sigh.

	The battle ended.

	“Your plan worked pretty well,” Crow said quietly. Almost too quietly for Grey to hear.

	“Thanks,” Grey responded, brushing off the dead bat. 

	He looked around the staircase. It was now littered with useless looking weapons, gold coins, piles of bones, and more bat corpses than he could count. He turned to Damsel. Her face was red, her typically soft eyes were narrowed, and she looked even more bloodthirsty than Crow. “Ummm,” he said to her. “Do you have any Compassion potions?”

	The Empath responded by firing irrationally irrelevant insults, telling him she knew how to find a potion if she wanted to, that she did want to, and that she was planning to drink one. But only because she wanted to, not because he told her to. Then, while informing him that she didn’t need his or any man’s help (and that men were altogether useless), she gulped it down. Her demeanor changed instantly. Staring at the scenery, her eyes widened. 

	“Oh my…” She rushed to Grey and hugged him tight. “I’m sorry I snapped on you. I feel awful about it. That’s not me, you know that. It was just a high stress work environment, I think. And you know how I get when I run out of Compassion.”

	Grey had, of course, already let it go. “You’re fine. Don’t worry about it.”

	“And now I’m making you uncomfortable. Crap.”

	She pulled away, and walked off, leaving Grey to scratch his head in confusion. Naturally, Crow had witnessed the entire thing. He laughed at the shy hero and shook his head. “You’re such a noob.”

	“I don’t get it,” Grey said, palms up.

	“Yeah, because you’re a noob.” Crow walked off, still laughing to himself and shaking his head in disbelief.

	“But…” Grey let out a long breath. “What’d I do?” Alone, he gathered the gold, checked his EXP, and ran to catch up to his allies, while still maintaining a safe distance. He could swear it had only been ten minutes earlier that Damsel had admitted she liked him, and now...well, now he had no clue of anything. Crow’s right. I am a noob.

	They walked along the torchlit path beyond the staircase for a time, until a tall wall blocked the way forward. Here, the ceiling hung low—only seven feet overhead—and cut upward five feet away from the obtrusive wall. 

	Grey had seen such obstacles back in his Physical Training class back at the Academy. Not ideal. He had watched other students jump on one wall, then to the opposite one, and back until reaching the next floor. But he had never fared well and had hurt his tailbone—ego too—so many times in his own attempts that he had eventually skipped class whenever he walked in to see a new obstacle course.

	“Side scrolling, freaking platformer walls,” he groaned.

	Crow volunteered to go first. “Just let me find the right song,” he said, scrolling through his playlist settings. “Yeah, 140 beats per minute should be just right.” He leapt at the first wall, pushed off, performed a spinning front flip to the opposite one, then repeated the movement, and landed on the second platform.  

	Damsel went next, and what she lacked in Dexterity, she made up for in grace. Holding her Silk Parasol Crossbow over her head, she jumped at the first wall, then to the next one, and finally to the second platform. The entire movement seemed more like an aerial dance than anything else, as the parasol had provided her with ridiculous hang time. The movement reminded Grey of a first tier female fighter in Bitworld’s competitive melee league (Super Smash Family) who was nearly impossible to KO due to her ability to float using a parasol but, for copyright reasons, he couldn’t remember the name of the character.

	“Guys,” Grey said, “I’ve never been good at platformer type stuff.”

	“That was evident back in the forest trail,” Crow grumbled, looking down on the young hero.

	“Be nice,” Damsel said. “I believe in you, Grey!”  

	Grey smiled. 

	If Damsel believes in me, then I can do anything, he thought to himself. I won’t let her down. 

	He took ten steps back, shook out his hands, cracked his neck, sprinted toward the wall, planted both feet and jumped, swinging both arms forward for extra propulsion. Soaring through the air, he realized he got the timing wrong, and nearly face-planted into the wall, thus proving that belief can only accomplish so much. “I’m okay,” he yelled, looking up the wall. “That was just a practice jump!”

	After six more practice jumps, Grey’s Stamina had dropped to 46%. He slammed the base of his fists against the wall several times, then sighed. 

	Around this time, Crow had lost a fair deal of his own Stamina from laughing at his dexterously inept party member.

	Damsel’s Compassion had nearly emptied due to irritation—even Empaths have their limit. Sitting with her legs hanging over the edge, she looked down at Grey and asked if he’d like some help. 

	Grey considered saying that he could do it on his own, but swallowed his pride. “Yes please,” he said, moodily.

	Crow returned to the ground, and situated himself in a wide squat with his back against the wall and his hands cupped together. Damsel crouched up above and held her parasol so that its bottom reached about two feet the way down the wall. Grey stepped onto Crow’s palms and the Rogue boosted him up. It was a difficult reach to the parasol but Grey managed, and once he had a firm hold, Damsel hoisted him up. Crow repeated his double wall jump, shooting a cocky look at Grey as he landed. 

	There were three more platforms to scale, and they repeated the process. Damsel went first, Crow boosted Grey, and then she helped get him up. Tedious as it was, it worked pretty well. Up until they had to fight a small colony of bats before the fourth platform, which was more irritating than anything else. Damsel and Grey made quick work of them. 

	Grey looked at the collective prompts and sighed. 34 gold. 23 EXP. Great. 

	Damsel had a different outlook, though. She clapped her hands together, and twirled her parasol crossbow while performing a pirouette. Beaming, she exclaimed she’d reached Level 6 and that she had two Skills available to choose from. “The Gods are so good to us!” she said. “Oh, I don’t know what to pick, I feel like both Skills could really help us.”

	Grey pulled up her shared Skill Tree, and Inspected the two options.

	 

	
		
				Aura of Healing:
Your love empowers your allies! Cast an aura around yourself that heals all friendly beings within 30 feet. 
 
Cost to unlock: 1 Skill Point

				Specialization: Empath
Cost: 30 Compassion
Effects: For 20 Seconds, Aura of Healing replenishes 5 Health per second to all friendly beings within 30 feet of caster.
Cooldown: 60 seconds

		

	

	 

	
		
				Empathic Overload:
When your allies are in danger, you can show your enemies why no one messes with those you care about.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cost to unlock: 1 Skill Point

				Specialization: Empath
Cost: 30 Compassion
Effects: deals 19-61 damage (as Emotional pain) to all enemies within 30 feet of you.
Cooldown: 60 seconds
*Note: Cannot be cast until an ally’s Health has reached Critical (less than 10% of maximum Health).
*Additional note: Damage dealt is scaled based on how much you care for the ally or allies in danger.

		

	

	

	Before he could tell her his opinions on the matter, she held up one finger and told him to let her practice her Intuition. Grey didn’t particularly like the sound of that but respected her wishes, nonetheless. She nodded her gratitude. 

	It was a meticulous process. For ten seconds she would keep her eyes closed, clasp her hands around her amulet and bow her head in reverence. Afterward, she’d go back and forth between the two options with a pointed finger while humming something that sounded like catching a tiger by the toe. Then she’d repeat the process. It was almost as if she didn’t trust her own Intuition, or that she got Intuition mixed up with leaving it to fate (i.e. gambling). 

	Meanwhile, Grey did his best to refrain from providing his opinion. It was a challenge. One of the most difficult aspects of school was that, despite the fact that he’d always been the first to shoot up his hand when Professor Deavios asked a question, he never got called on first. Grey wasn’t a teacher’s pet, nor did he care to flaunt his intelligence. He just never really liked waiting around for his peers to fumble with an answer he’d already figured out. 

	Grey wished the Empath could truly read minds, because his was blasting ‘Pick Aura of Healing!’ with the volume on eleven.  The act was draining every ounce of his willpower. Sweat had gathered on his brow. He rocked heel to toe, and resorted to chewing on the drawstring of his hoodie. 

	During Damsel’s third attempt at deciding, he saw her finger pause on Empathic Overload and panicked. He mutedly snapped his hand forward like someone trying to stop their friend from dislodging a clearly booby trapped gem from its lock, but managed to stop himself. Barely, though. 

	She shook her head and whispered, “Maybe not.” 

	Grey took a breath of relief. He wanted to trust her decision making, he really did, but like most Empaths, Damsel’s ability to make decisions was akin to a cat deciding whether to make its home in a laundry basket or attack a shiny ball. A complete toss up.

	It was around this time that Crow had caught up with them. Grey explained the situation in a hushed whisper, and the Rogue checked out the two options himself, then sneered.

	“Seriously? What’s so difficult about this?” he said to Grey. “I’m a glass cannon, you’re a sword and shield. Anyone who has seen literally any dungeon play would know that the obvious answer is Aura of—”

	Damsel cut him off with a clap of her hands. “Empathic Overload! That’s what I went with! Isn’t that awesome?! This way, if you guys’ Health drops to critical I can defeat your opponent using the light of my love for you.”

	Crow facepalmed. “Because that makes so much more sense than healing us before we reach critical.”

	The Empath’s pointy ears twitched, and she balled her fists. And then a devious smile spread across her face. “You know, the damage is affected by how much I like someone. So maybe you should be nicer to me.” 

	The argument continued as they climbed the last of the platformer walls. The shouts grew very loud.

	Grey’s thoughts were on a feedback loop. 

	Please don’t wake up any bats, please don’t wake up any bats. 

	No bats woke. Not by any kind of divine intervention, or even luck. As Grey would soon find out, the little creatures were saving their energy for their roles in an upcoming Boss battle.

	They came upon a door so vast that the likelihood of it leading to anything other than a Boss battle were slim to none. Damsel and Crow finally quit their bickering. Not because of the door, but because Grey pointed to a sign over the top of that door, and read it as loudly as he possibly could. “Come forth, heroes. Caverna Vesper is hungry.” He groaned as his allies dropped to murmuring insults. He cleared his throat, and this time added some exclamation marks to the sentences. “Come forth Heroes! Caverna Vesper is hungry!”

	They exchanged a few more insults, ignoring the Misnomer entirely. Grey switched tactics.

	 

	Grey: Crow, at this point you’ve drained her Compassion. 

	Grey: She will continue this until she gets the last word.

	Crow: Not if I have anything to say about it.

	Damsel: Can we please NOT use group chat to send private messages?

	Damsel: Because I see it anyways, so, it isn’t any more private than just saying it?

	Damsel: And, also… Crow is an assmole.

	Crow: Assmole?

	Grey: Assmole?

	 

	Damsel nearly pulled her hair out. “Yeah, assmole! What? It’s a thing!”

	Neither boy argued beyond that. They had a Boss battle to worry about, after all. Not to mention, as teenage boys, their minds could not help but conjure up images of an assmole. 
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	The Boss’s lair loaded, revealing a coliseum of sorts. The darkness within decreased visual range slightly, but it wasn’t too bad. Burning sconces scattered across the stone walls were set so far apart that they offered little illumination. They hung above small, barred prison cells that were filled with guts and bones.

	Grey’s eyes adjusted to the moderate darkness and he looked around. The floor was populated with numerous rock protrusions. The sandy ground looked groomed, undisturbed for who knows how long. The room was huge, but lacked appealing scenery. Apart from the occasional rock protrusion, it just looked like a long-abandoned coliseum. Almost.

	A mound of rotting flesh pulsated in the center of the lair, oozing a gelatinous goop that sank into the sand below. On closer inspection, Grey noticed that the mound was actually composed of several different species. Or, parts of them at least. At the base, an arm was using its fingers to crawl away from the pile. It twitched once and went limp.

	“That poor creature,” Damsel said. She covered her nose and spewed an explanation, extensively detailing how disgusting she found this room’s centerpiece. 

	Another deluge of poorly-digested body parts landed on top of the carcass pile like trash being dropped off in a dump. They all looked up. Among an orchard of stalactites, a winged beast hanging upside down was clearly visible. It coughed up a gnarled leg, which could have just as easily been an arm.

	 

	
		
				Caverna Vesper:
Quite the party animal back in her days of touring with her Post-Hardcore Experimental Band, Caverna Vesper ran into hard times when word got around that she ate any fan that joined her for the after party. She was recruited by the Dungeon & Griffon Monster Company to help manage minions and destroy unwitting heroes. She’s become a lonely old hag, which only makes her that much more dangerous.

				Level: 7
Health: 325/325
Disposition: Hostile

		

	

	 

	The description of the Boss disappeared, replaced by her HP bar. Just like Coziosm, the Boss’s HP bar was displayed in the top center of Grey’s sight, where it would remain even if he wasn’t looking directly at her. She had a much deeper Health pool than Coziosm had though.

	 

	Caverna Vesper—HP: 325/325

	
		
				 

				 

				 

		

	

	 

	Her bat-like head was bigger than Grey’s whole body, with giant ears and a hog’s nose. Her eyelids were closed, and her long lashes concealed what were likely bags under her eyes. When she breathed, her massive chest rose, and the edges of her wings shivered. Her ears twitched, and her eyelids unfolded, revealing only sockets; rims around black voids. A blue liquid, curdled and molten, infested the underside of her eyelids.

	Vesper wheeled her head and barked five times. Her throat and neck convulsed with each bark and her fanged mouth didn’t close, like she was vomiting the sounds rather than speaking. 

	Grey saw the sounds before hearing them—transparent, glass-thin waves of murky silver. Like ripples in a metallic pond, the sounds traveled horizontally from the Boss. They moved rapidly through the air, crashing into him with a metallic pitch so high it was almost quiet, yet so sharp it felt like someone had stabbed syringes into his eardrums and injected the clamor directly into his brain. 

	He staggered back and clasped his hands over his ears. His jaw clenched, his neck contracted. Each bark-wave chipped away a few Health from each of the heroes. 

	Caverna Vesper unfurled her large wings. Their span was profoundly wide, and the membranes were taught and leathery. At their ends, her thumbs protruded at least six inches upward in a hooked blade, and the other four fingers all extended past the wing in the same way. She unlatched from her perch, flipped right side up, and landed atop the oozing carcass mound then let out another sequence of barks. 

	Prepared this time, Grey covered his ears, but it only halved the damage and pain.

	When the sound passed, Damsel glared at Vesper. “How rude.” 

	Crow equipped his Forsaken Dagger and Wakizashi of Cold, and scowled. “Yeah. I’m gonna go kill her.”

	Grey held up a hand. “Wait, maybe we should—"

	The Rogue was already off. 

	 “Or you can just try it by yourself. Again.”

	Activating Shadow Self, Crow sprinted forward. Pouncing from rock to rock, cutting right, dashing toward the sconces and prison cells, disappearing there.  

	      Vesper remained still, her head twisting side to side, listening for the Rogue’s movements.

	      “Oh. There he is.” Damsel pointed to Crow, whose shadow appeared behind the beast. “He knows she’s pretty much blind, right?”

	Grey shrugged. “You’d think so, but—"

	Crow leaped high and used Cyclone Blades. Vesper swung one of her wings around and slapped the elusive Rogue backward, sending him spinning like a dreidel that’s been flicked off the table.

	“—but you’d be wrong.” 

	Sliding on the floor, Crow regained his balance and planted his foot down in anger. “Craggy old...” he grunted, taking off once more toward the Boss. Shadow Self’s duration ended, but it didn’t really matter as Vesper hadn’t been using her eyes to see him anyway. Crow jumped through the air, and Grey and Damsel watched in embarrassment as Vesper took on the proverbial persona of an old lady swatting a fruit fly. Crow’s jump became a sequence of flailing backflips. He still landed on his feet, somehow.

	            “You’ve gotta be kidding me!” Crow yelled from the shadows of the room as Grey and Damsel watched from afar. He ran back to his allies, downed one of the Restoration Potions they’d acquired, and growled. “Where were the two of you?”

	“Here,” Damsel said. “I intuited you’d come back and decide we should use teamwork eventually.”

	Grey was certain the first stage of the Boss battle had taught Crow two things; patience is indeed a virtue, and teamwork can be surprisingly useful. He would, of course, forget those lessons later, but that’s education for you. Cram for a test, learn the answers, then forget them after you’ve passed.

	While watching the Rogue’s misfortune, Grey had thought about how much easier killing Coziosm had been once he’d figured out a pattern. He advised that they wait on engaging in an all out attack until Vesper revealed her own pattern, and thanked the gods that she seemed to believe in minimalism. Which is to say, her pattern was not complex.

	Step one: Bark. 

	Step two: Catch her breath for five seconds. Vesper was very old. 

	Step three: Target any nearby sound. 

	Step four: Fly toward said sound and attack. 

	As Grey observed her movements, he remembered a time he’d entered his mentor’s house for one of their strategic training sessions. Deavios addressed the fact that some Bosses utilized less strategy than others, and explained the value of mastering strategy. The mentor’s words, You’re playing chess while your opponents are playing checkers, tiptoed through Grey’s mind and pulled the corner of his mouth up, forming a little dimple.

	 

	Damsel: Oh, I love your dimples, Grey.

	Crow: gods kill me now.

	Grey: Thanks, Damsel :) and ummm...I think I have an idea.

	 

	Vesper interrupted the awkward moment with another series of barks. The party covered their ears, but still lost some HP. While the batty Boss panted to catch her breath, Grey used the party chat to direct his allies into positions far away from Vesper and explained the plan. 

	The chess board was set. Vesper was in the center of the board, a little way in front of the mound of corpses. Grey stood in front of the lair’s entrance, leaving about thirty feet between himself and the Boss. Damsel and Crow were staggered to the left and right sides of her potential path, so that when she flew forward, she’d have to pass both of them to get to Grey.  

	When Vesper’s recovery period elapsed, Grey used Disrespectful Shout. 

	“Shikahkah!” he shouted. Once again, Grey had no idea what the word coming out of his mouth meant. Or what a gigantic bat would find disrespectful. But whatever that strange word meant, it worked.

	She sped toward him. When she passed by Damsel, the Empath used Everybody Loves You and slowed her movement.19 Vesper nearly turned toward Damsel’s flirtatious sounds, but Grey’s taunt successfully held aggro. Vesper continued her slowed flight past Crow. He activated Shadow Self for the potential backstab bonus, leapt out from where he’d been stationed behind a rock, and jumped toward her back. He easily closed the gap and dealt a respectable backstab. 

	No insult could pull Vesper’s attention from the physical pain. She spun, sweeping one wing around to strike the Rogue again, but her movement speed was slowed just enough to allow him safe escape. 

	With her back to them as she faced down the Rogue, the other two party members attacked. 

	Damsel fired two Love’s Arrows, which hummed a pleasant melody as they sailed through the air. 

	Grey used Boomerang as the second the arrows left Damsel’s parasol. He threw the shield in the direction of a rock protrusion. 

	Vesper had turned toward the arrows, then twitched toward the sound of Grey’s shield, which was smashing into rocks like a pinball. 

	Damsel’s arrows didn’t strike completely true—she’d been aiming for an eardrum—but landed true enough. One pierced the side of Vesper’s neck and the other hit the base of her skull, together shaving a tiny sliver from Vesper’s respectable Health bar. 

	Grey’s shield returned and he caught it.

	Vesper did the only thing that her programming knew. Using her wings, she backpedaled to her comfort zone at the corpse mound. There, she inhaled, preparing her dissonant chorus. 

	Grey had the idea to see if he could turn down his volume settings, but found a line of white text, superimposed over a padlock icon that took up most of the blacked-out settings screen. The text read:

	 

	Nice try.

	 

	He didn’t have time to clasp his ears before the shrill soundwaves perversely penetrated him. Two thoughts crossed his mind. 

	Ouch, my ears! and Why do the gods have to be such snarky a-holes? 

	He took negligible damage, but the experience was very uncomfortable. Every. Single. Time. She. Did. It. 

	When she finished her barking assault, Grey maintained his position, grip firm on his shield and sword. He didn’t want to risk using Boomerang again, in case it didn’t return quick enough for what he had in mind next. 

	Crow sprinted to the morbid perch, jumped at her back with his blades inverted and drove them between her shoulder blades, knocking a sizable chunk from her Health bar as well as causing a temporary slow due to Wakizashi of the Cold’s freeze p.r.oc (programmed random occurrence). 

	At the same time Damsel, who had forced herself into center stage during the barks, unleashed a volley of regular arrows for some steady DPS. 

	Damsel fired one Love’s Arrow, and heart emojis exploded around Vesper’s chest. Crow factored in the compound of slowed movement speed—freeze and infatuation—and took his chances to get in one more attack. He sprinted under her wing, unleashed a Cyclone Blade to tear apart some of its membrane, then ran like hell. 

	Grey let out a sigh. It seemed like such an unnecessary risk. 

	Luckily, the Rogue had made it back to his location before Vesper completely recovered. When she caught her breath, her movement speed was still slowed and a faint pale blue mist could be seen along the edges of her shoulders, like steam rising off dry ice. 

	From there, it was rinse and repeat. They completed the process a second time, nearly taking her down to two thirds of her maximum Health.

	When the third iteration came, and she started on her bark waves, Grey calculated that if he helped out during her wheezing fit they could avoid repeating the process more than necessary. This was likely nothing more than justification—even tanks want to do some damage every once in a while. He held his shield in front of himself and trudged forward, fighting against the waves of sound that reverberated around him. 

	Once more, Vesper had to recover. This time, Grey joined the attack. Arrows whistled overhead, piercing the Boss’s chest. He kept his head low. Crow’s Cyclone Blades flashed a blurred blue behind her neck. 

	Crow didn’t take his chances this time since he hadn’t caused any slowed movement speed and Damsel hadn’t wanted to risk losing more Compassion on a Love’s Arrow. They both rushed to their locations. Grey did not, though. While charging Vesper, he received rapid fire messages from his allies:

	 

	Damsel: What are you doing?

	Crow: Go, Grey! I knew you were hiding a pair somewhere! Yeah buddy!

	Damsel: What about your plan?!

	 

	Grey ignored the messages. He launched into a Shield Bash pointed squarely at Vesper’s stomach. The damaging burst from his shield connected as her wheezing period ended. With Grey’s damage now in the mix, the party brought Caverna Vesper to two thirds of her maximum Health. However, the consequence of that was the initiation of stage two in this Boss battle. It reminded him why he preferred to rely on strategy over jumping head first into battles like some noob Warrior who thinks he can simply will himself into a Berserker spec ten Levels early if he grunts loudly enough while swinging his two-handed axe.

	 

	Caverna Vesper—HP: 216/325

	
		
				 

				 

				 

		

	

	 

	Vesper spun and her body dissolved into a colony of hundreds of bats. Like those in the room of the Cursed Chest, they formed a hurricane that burst outward, blasting Grey across the room where he landed on a rounded rock. He groaned as pain shot up his back and surged through his nerves. He dropped both his sword and shield, then rolled off the rock and onto his hands and knees.

	He glanced at his status bars, but had little time to dwell on how that single attack had taken a third of his Health. His Stamina was below half already too, but at least his Khem was still near full. The bats had formed into three swirling vortices, and their chittering barks gave away their intent, which was fairly simple. Assault. It took all his will, but Grey managed an evasive maneuver that could technically be called a barrel roll, except that barrel rolls are rigid. This was more like rolling out of bed after a night of heavy drinking, and coincidentally dodging a bullet he hadn’t known was coming. He dropped his right shoulder and gravity did the rest. 

	The bats crashed down, pelting the ground mere inches from his face. 

	He rolled a few inches farther away, where he found his sword and shield. He grabbed the shield and staggered into a frog crouch with one hand on the ground for support. 

	The bat-cloud continued their misdirected assault on the ground. 

	Grimacing, Grey pushed off the ground and propelled himself two feet forward. Before belly flopping, he used Shield Bash on the bats. Shield of the Misnomer erupted with a golden light that crashed into the torrential downpour of night creatures.

	Most of the bats had been out of range and reactively sped away. Those that had been unfortunate enough to leave a limb or wing in the blast radius fluttered weakly away. Those directly impacted burst into tufts of fur, then pixelated dust. 

	When they didn’t yield him any EXP, Grey focused his vision on the top-center of his HI and groaned. Vesper’s HP showed 108/325, but her actual Health bar had disappeared. Under most circumstances the significant drop in HP would’ve been a Deus Ex Machina-level miracle. This was not that sort of circumstance. Underneath her Health bar was a second name, with its own Health bar.

	 

	Caverna Vesper: 108/325

	
		
				 

				 

				 

		

	

	 

	Colony - Substitute: 191/216

	
		
				 

				 

		

	

	 

	Grey: The bats are a substitute!20

	Crow: No way, really? *sarcasm* 

	Crow: Why do you think the HP changed? 

	Crow: Hint: it helps to hit them with stuff. I’ve been hitting them with stuff. Hey, Grey. Try hitting them with stuff.

	Damsel: Hey! I helped! 

	 

	That at least explained why the substitute had already lost 25 HP. 

	How’d I figure it out last? 

	No sooner then he finished his thought, the bats targeting him returned for another attack, in the shape of a cobra. When the head was within range, Grey Shield Bashed it. The golden explosion burst several bats into pixelated dust. The rest of the cobra colony split in two and sped forward. Grey sprinted down their formation, shield held in front of him, unleashing Two-Sword Strikes in every direction like an explorer hacking his way through a dense forest, filling his Khem bar to the brim as he went. The bats bit as he ran. Their fangs were small, so the damage was negligible, but the damage added up from sheer quantity. Luckily, the thorns damage from Antisocial returned the favor by inflicting a similarly negligible amount of damage to each of his attackers. He faltered through the end of their formation and spun, only to see the cobra colony’s lower body coiling around a pyramidal rock protrusion. At the pinnacle formation, their body split into three heads.

	He touched his hand to his neck where he felt a trickling of blood and some puncture wounds. His sword-arm burned as well, and could see more blood through the small holes and thin tears on that sleeve. His Health was under half now, and a bleeding icon hovered over the bar. It dropped another point as he watched. Damn bleeding.

	A succession of flapping wings beat against the air as the three cobra heads reared back. 

	Behind them, Grey saw one torch. The flame that flickered within its glass encasing ignited an idea in his mind. 

	The cobra colony snapped forward. One head darted left, one right, and the middle curved upward. Then all three converged. Grey lurched back at the last possible second and, right as they collided, he jumped into the beginnings of a front flip, passing over the colony. Like diving into a river, he descended, now nearly inverted, and used Shield Bash. Bats barked into bursts of fur and dust. The knockback from the Skill, without his feet planted in the ground could perhaps be called a knockbackfire in this case, slammed him on his back. 

	He gasped, but did not lose focus. The back-end of the cobra colony was flying over his laid-out body. He used Shield Bash again. Several exploded, mostly clearing his way. He staggered to his feet and limp-dashed through their lessened numbers toward the wall. Toward the torch. His Health bar was under a third of maximum capacity now and his Stamina was nearing critical, but the fight was far from over.

	The cobra colony had decreased in size, and some of them had even flown up to the ceiling. Defensively speaking, there was only one real option. He downed a Restoration Potion in one gulp.21 The remaining bats slithered toward him, and he dislodged the torch, glass and all. He lobbed the torch in their direction and, when it was nearly on top of them, he side-arm hurled Shield of the Misnomer at the glass casing. The shield flew, spinning and whistling. 

	Grey would have been lying if he said he’d known the idea would work so well. In fact, even as it happened, he had no idea how all the mechanics just sorted themselves out in his favor. 

	All he knew was what he saw. The shield struck the torch, glass shattered, flames latched onto each shard, and shimmering fire rained hell on his enemies. They burst into fluttering fireballs. Leathery wings went up like drapes set ablaze, fur like a brushfire. Muscles roasted, an almost pleasant smell. His shield Boomeranged back into his hands, but not before landing a killing blow on a handful of bats on its way.

	There was probably a logical explanation for how it all went down, some cause and effect or chain reaction, but he was too tired (and busy) to mull it over. So, like his epic shield’s constantly improving attributes, he chalked the success up to Deus Ex Machina. 

	Grey glanced to the substitute’s Health bar—31/216.

	Grey wasn’t entirely sure how much help he could be to anyone at this point, but he turned to see if his allies needed his assistance, anyway. 

	Crow’s colony of bats were in a serpentine formation, but they looked more like a garden snake at this point. Overall, the Rogue seemed to be doing pretty well for himself. He had Shadow Self active, and with his two blades held out to the side, the black blur was running their length, spamming Cyclone Blades as he went. The bats were no match. 

	Damsel had cast Everybody Loves You on her foes, and while they were slowed, she had resorted to switching between smacking them with her Parasol, and using Saw Shot, chopping them up like veggies in a blender. It was effective, if not quite elegant. She looked like an exasperated nanny who has had it up to here with pest control’s lack of initiative and consequently decided to take matters into her own hands.

	Since it didn’t look like they needed any help, Grey paused to take a breath, and downed two Lesser Restoration Potions. Slowly, his wounds began to heal, his HP and Stamina replenished, and the pain subsided. “I’ll still need to have my sweatshirt sewn, though,” he grumbled. He looked at his Khem, he had enough for three Shield Bashes. His improved Intelligence had been regenerating the resource at a noticeably increased rate.

	A moment later, his allies were beside him drinking potions of their own. All of them looked up to the ceiling as the bats retreated, cautiously reforming. 

	They didn’t reform into a hurricane, but back into Caverna Vesper herself. When they completed the process, she looked even more grotesque than before. Her skeleton was completely intact, but the membranes of her wings were tattered and the rest of her body was a patchwork of fur and flesh, like Edward Scissorhands had attempted a skin graft for a girl who really only wanted lip injections to begin with.

	 

	Caverna Vesper: 108/325

	
		
				 

				 

				 

		

	

	 

	High overhead, she swiftly swept across her lair, hugging close to the outer walls. Damsel fired arrows, but whether due to a low-health speed boost or something else entirely, Vesper easily evaded every shot.  

	Grey shook his head. 

	 

	Grey: Don’t waste your Stamina.

	Damsel: Fine. 

	Damsel: But I’m still keeping my aim on her.

	Grey: Fair.

	Crow: Why isn’t she attacking?

	 

	Silently, Grey turned to the Rogue and offered a very informative answer, a shrug. But, as he trained his eye on the batty Boss, he felt fairly certain her reason for not attacking had something to do with the prison cells that lined the walls.

	Shrillness punctured the silence as Vesper’s bladed thumb scraped against the wall. Digging her claw further, the rivulet deepened, and black dust cascaded from the wall like a bag of flour sliced at the side. The noise forced Damsel and Grey to clasp their hands over their ears again for it sounded like nails on a chalkboard and a finger running along a champagne flute’s rim. The surrounding cascade of dust coalesced into a thick fog, and behind it, Grey heard his suspicions confirmed.

	At first, the quiet sounds that emanated from the cells were merely an ominous rattling of bones, but that didn’t last long. Bereft moans and harrowing howls joined the pseudo-tune, accompanied by a percussion of metal weapons striking iron bars. Vesper’s ritual had raised her victims from the dead.

	Vesper dropped low, disappearing in the black cloud. 

	Iron doors creaked open. Skeletal blurs appeared within the fog, and lumbered into the open, forming a half-moon along the back half of the lair. Their movements were clumsy and slow. This was by design. They valued tradition. Proper skeletons, those ones. 

	Grey tried counting the undead foes, gave up somewhere around thirty and Inspected them instead.

	 

	
		
				Skeletal Slaves:
Long ago, these were heroes with hopes and dreams. It’s a shame, really, how one influential being—in this case, Caverna Vesper—can derail a person’s goals in life.  

				Level: 2
Health: 21/21
Disposition: Hostile
 

		

	

	 

	Level two. That at least was something to be grateful for. If he was really trying to be optimistic. 

	Glancing over his shoulder, he noticed one slim sliver of silver lining—he and his allies were standing ten feet in front of the lair’s sealed entrance, which was free of skeletons and prison cells. It created a weak illusion of safety.

	Across the lair, Vesper touched down on her carcass mound, lifted off, and returned to circling overhead. Her touch had an effect similar to reheating several weeks’ worth of various leftover meals. The pile stirred, limbs toppling over one another, fleshy malformations coming together in ways that shouldn’t be possible. There were only five of them—if you were counting by heads.

	 

	
		
				Undead Aberration:
Forming bonds with others is a natural desire for any hormonally healthy hero. So, in a way, Vesper did these poor aberrations a favor. There’s no stronger bond than sharing a neck with your buddy’s arm. 

				Level: 5
Health: 62/62
Disposition: Hostile
 

		

	

	 

	Crow: We’re boned.

	Grey: I hate to say this, but I agree with Crow.

	Grey: We’re boned.

	Damsel: Grey! Don’t use that word.

	Crow: We’re also out of potions.

	Damsel: :( :/ :/

	Crow: You’re the only one who speaks Emoji…

	Grey: He’s right again. Translation?

	Damsel: It means we’re boned.  

	 

	Vesper circled overhead. The half-moon formation of skeletons slowly closed the wide gap that had separated them from the party. The aberrations fanned out across the militia’s front line, positioning themselves in various locations, like mid-tier army officers with an affinity for micro-management. The militia marched clumsily forward. 

	The gap narrowed.

	Grey tapped Damsel’s shoulder and nodded to the lair’s entrance. 

	 

	Grey: They won’t be able to flank us if we back up to the wall. 

	Grey: Crow, activate Shadow Self.

	Crow: Don’t tell me what to do.

	 

	Crow activated Shadow Self. But only because he wanted to anyway, Grey was sure.

	The skeletons that’d spawned nearest the front of the lair were already trying to flank the party, quickly shrinking in on them like a contracting star. 

	The Rogue dashed to the right, leaving trails of smoke behind as he hacked through that grouping. The rest of the militia’s right side converged on him.

	While Damsel and Grey back shuffled toward the lair’s entrance, she fired a succession of Love Arrows at Crow’s opponents, before turning her attention to the other two-thirds of the militia that were now only a few feet away. Performing a cute twirl, then a curtsy, she blew a few kisses to cast Everybody Loves You. Pink particles flew from her palm like sand, expanded into a storm of pale pink clouds that sped forward and spread out across the line of enemies. 

	Aside from one gender neutral aberration, a few rather flamboyantly-armored skeletons and two others wearing busty breastplates, the Skill worked perfectly. Of the three grotesque aberrations, one with two heads stopped and seemed to be arguing with itself about whether her Skill effective it. Them?

	The gender neutral—and therefore unaffected—aberration had three arms, one of which protruded from its forehead, a dagger in each hand. It charged toward Damsel. Unable to use her favorite Skill for another 27 seconds, and already low on Compassion from helping Crow, Damsel could only use regular arrows. She fired two at the aberration, halving its Health.

	Grey, in front of her, finished the aberration by severing the arm on its forehead, then stabbing it through its gaped open mouth. Damsel returned to her volleys, picking off a few other foes with shots of opportunity. Grey spun, spamming Shield Bash, immediately destroying a handful of the twitterpated skeletons, and draining all of his Khem in the process. He switched to Two Sword Strike. The EXP poured in. He paid it little mind.

	Two skeletons that hadn’t been affected by Damsel’s Skill lunged at Grey through the crumbling remains of their fallen comrades. One aimed a jab at his chest with a blunt staff. The other was slashing the air with a serrated blade. With his left hand, Grey hoisted his shield to block the staff. Simultaneously, he spun, leapt onto his right foot, and crunched his stomach. When the staff connected, it slid up the tilted shield and its wielder stumbled forward. The other skeleton’s blade grazed Grey’s stomach, continued its slash, and severed the staff wielder at the spine, which sent its weapon javelining into a nearby wall. The top half toppled, landing between Grey and his opponent.

	Grey dashed forward, ignoring the searing pain in his abdomen. The remaining skeleton swung its blade from the left. Grey easily blocked with his shield, then swung his sword across his opponent’s ribcage. Bones exploded around him, as Grey’s abdomen reminded him it was wounded. He staggered. 

	 

	Crow: Where ARE you guys?!

	Crow: Vesper’s OPAF. I’m surrounded. Losing stam fast.

	Grey:We’ll be right... crap.

	 

	Grey’s thought projections lost their ability for proper grammar as another two skeletons charged him from the right.

	Two Love Arrows flew. Each hit their mark and enveloped the skeletons in small plumes of passionate pink. Three regular arrows followed the imbued ones immediately after and the skeletons fell. 

	“Thanks,” Grey mumbled.

	Slightly ahead and to his left, Grey noticed a skeleton hopping on one leg, like an amputee treating their prosthetic limb like a pogo stick. He knew he had a few seconds before it reached him, so he scanned the lair for Crow. When he did, he processed the dire situation as quick as a 25 GHz CPU.

	The Rogue was in big trouble. Five skeletons surrounded him. An aberration with four legs and one arm was in the middle of a Chuck Norris sequence of low-high roundhouses. Vesper hovered above with her skeletal wings outstretched, dagger-like projectiles at the tips of her eight fingers.

	Grey didn’t know how Crow had survived for so long; had it been Damsel or himself, they’d already be dead. No one could keep up the Rogue’s uncanny movement speed for that long without their Stamina bottoming out.

	The Misnomer easily downed the gimpy skeleton with Two-Sword Strike, and as thankful as ever for his epic shield, he hurled it in Vesper’s direction, hoping to cancel her charging storm of daggers. It whistled through the musty air. Before Grey could see if the cancel-attempt worked, Damsel screamed from behind him. He turned.

	He didn’t know how he’d let three skeletons past, but they were on top of Damsel, and he could see her Health falling rapidly as they attacked. She still had a good amount of Compassion, but her Stamina was down to 19%, making her already slow melee speed on par with a huge turtle-villian in a certain melee game.

	At the same time, another message from Crow appeared in the party chat. 

	 

	Crow: Nice try, Grey. Move didn’t work though. 

	Crow: I’m in a pinch over here. Shadow Self on cooldown. Dying.

	Crow: I’ll probably be okay though.

	Crow: Really though, if anyone has a plan… HMU

	Grey: HMU?

	Damsel: Don’t use acronyms we don’t know during a battle, Crow!

	Crow: It means hit me up. Seriously, have either of you EVER even heard of the internet?

	 

	Grey’s shield returned to his arm, and he made a quick decision. Even if Crow wouldn’t—perhaps couldn’t—assert he needed help, it was clear that he did. So, while charging at the skeletons which were attacking Damsel, he told the Rogue to bring the fight to them. 

	Damsel was thrown onto her side. The three skeletons were only a second away from killing her by the time Grey reached them. Reserving what little Stamina he had left, he unleashed a Shield Bash on the foes. Two of them, already weakened by Damsel, crumbled to the floor. The third skeleton jumped back and out of range, and before Grey had time to counter, it jumped back, slashing at his quadricep with a machete.

	A machete? Seriously. 

	The Misnomer dodged, poorly. The rusty ‘weapon’ sliced through his jeans, skin, and muscle, dropping his Health to just over 20% of maximum. He cursed, collapsing as blood sprayed from his leg. His grip on his sword was feeble at best. His shield was upright, its base on the ground, and Grey leaned his weight on it as he struggled to block out the new source of pain. 

	Just when my stomach stopped hurting, too. 

	He had just enough awareness to see the shadow of his opponent. Specifically, the distorted shape of the machete. As the crude weapon swung down toward Grey’s shoulder, the Misnomer weakly stabbed upward with his sword. The skeleton impaled itself, then crumbled. Grey dislodged his sword, stuck its tip in the ground and tried using it to help himself to his feet. He avoided putting any weight on his injured leg, but even so, the pain was so great that an onslaught of disorientation enveloped him and he fell.

	Nearly paralyzed, he sat hunched over with his weapons at his sides and his bad leg straight out. Blood spilled out onto the ground, and his Health continued dropping. In his daze, his eyes darted between his Health bar and his leg. It looked like a cracked open cask of wine, merlot spilling from the wood.

	Grey stirred from his mental wanderings as an arrow flew in front of his chest. He felt another two whiz past his head. To his left, Damsel had recovered, and was kneeling on one leg. He turned gimpily. Crow had indeed brought the fight to them. Two skeletons as well as the four-legged Chuck Norris were nearly within striking distance. Another two arrows flew. The first downed one of the skeletons, and the other landed squarely in Four-leg Norris’s shoulder.

	The aberration, like its namesake, was tough as hell. As such, it was seemingly unaffected. It charged forward, and the other skeleton, who held a spiked bludgeon, readied its attack. They were only a few feet away from Grey.

	In an act of futility, Grey frantically butt-shuffled backward. In a display of athletic prowess, Crow appeared, somersaulting between Chuck’s four legs while simultaneously cutting open each of its ankles. 

	Chuck wobbled. It said, “If you come any closer, I’m gonna hit you with so many rights you’ll beg for a left.”

	“Good quote,” Crow remarked. “How about this though. If I wanted your opinion, I’d beat it outta ya.”

	The aberration raised bushy eyebrows up its rotted forehead in a show of admiration. He even did the voice! “Worthy.”

	Crow bowed, then decapitated the monstrosity with a roundhouse kick. “You’re right about that.” 

	Chuck’s head flew straight into the chest of the bludgeoner, who’d taken a break in hopes of seeing a kung-fu match, causing it to stumble back. Crow lunged forward, double-stabbed its ribcage, hoisted the foe like a forklift, and kicked its pelvic bone. The pelvis shot free and landed beside Grey.

	The Misnomer wanted to thank the Rogue about as much as he wanted to ask what the hell the interaction with the aberration was all about. He didn’t get a chance to do either. 

	Vesper swooped down from above, then stalled in the air some twenty feet above ground. She was facing them at a downward angle with her skeletal wings stretched wide, and just as before, sharp projectiles were growing out from her fingers.

	The party’s respective locations would’ve been a flying archer’s wet dream. Crow, who had his back to her, was closest. Grey, with his butt in the dirt, was only a few feet in front of the Rogue. Damsel stood behind the two by about seven feet. Although Vesper could only fire eight bone shards at a time, and couldn’t aim them perfectly, she could fire them in rapid succession (with her little ducks in a perfect row, that would be more than enough).

	Grey yelled. 

	Damsel nocked an arrow. 

	Crow looked over his shoulder, resigned to another death.

	In real time, the siege took place within the span of 1.3 seconds. In Grey’s mind, it was an eternity.

	With a forward sweep of her wings, Vesper unleashed a volley of bone blades. The first eight were targeting Crow. He activated Shadow Self to evade the onslaught, but one still impaled his foot. Another pierced his oblique. He crashed to the ground, hit his head on a rock, and fell unconscious.

	Unlike Crow, Grey hadn’t considered saving himself. With every ounce of willpower, he jumped backward off his good leg, holding his shield in front of him. As he careened through the air, it looked like a Skill with some serious knockback had hit him. One of the shards from the second wave grazed his ankle, refreshing his bleeding debuff with a fresh wound. As the third wave rained down, he crashed into Damsel and used Shield Bash on the volley, shattering two blades which would’ve otherwise impaled the Empath. Damsel recovered, shuffle-stepping into a spin and catching herself against the wall. Grey hit the floor with such force that instead of skidding, he bounced upward like a skipping stone.

	He never hit the ground.

	Vesper followed her final wave of bone shards with a dive toward the young hero. In between his first and second bounce, she caught him with her longest, sharpest finger. 

	It pierced completely through his shoulder. 

	The effect was a drill striking oil. Blood firehosed from the wound.

	Grey screamed. His Health fell to below 10% and the bleeding icon flashed urgently over his critical-status Health bar. Vesper pinned him toward the wall so fast that, had he not managed to perform one last Shield Bash at her chest (which merely slowed her down), the impact would’ve been equivalent to falling off a twelve-story castle. Even slowed, his back felt like it had broken on impact. His head whiplashed forward then back, slamming against the stone. The impact brought his Health even lower, single digits. Not only was the pain indescribable, it surged in so many areas at once that it was impossible to decipher exactly what hurt the most.22 

	Things looked rather grim for the young hero, the daze of near-death washed over Grey like a rising tide. Backwash and white foam swelled around his mind. The undercurrent pulled his consciousness to black seas. 

	From below, a whistling arrow flew over Vesper and Grey’s heads. As the poorly aimed projectile struck a piece of stalactite above, the Boss turned her attention toward the arrow's origin.

	Grey’s head rolled weakly to follow her gaze, and he saw Damsel. Standing below in her duck-toed rain boots, floral dress, and ranger’s vest. Her body shook and crystalline tears wet her cheeks. Her hipster eyeglasses were fogged. The amulet was vibrating. Her delicate features hardened, scrunched up in anguish. Arm outstretched, she fired another arrow, but her trembling hand caused her aim to veer far to the left. She dropped the parasol crossbow, and her face fell into her hands. 

	Grey didn’t think he’d ever seen the elf in such a state of sadness, and that view would haunt him forever. He felt a pain worse than any of the physical ailments he was experiencing. It was as if his whole being was an apothecary stocked with vials of emotions. Shame. Grief. Sorrow.

	Looking at her now, that apothecary had gone up in flames—the poignant potions mixing together to create a cloud of self-pitying despair. 

	Grey’s Health bar was flashing a critical red as what precious blood he had left trickled out of his open wounds. He only had five meager HP between himself and experiencing death first hand.

	Vesper’s jaws chomped in laughter. One or two of her decayed fangs cracked.

	Damsel shook harder. She dropped her hands to her sides, clenched her fists. She screamed, “Let him go!” The sound, loud but tremulous, held as much grief as a funeral organ and reverberated throughout the lair with the weight of despair. At the same time, a pale light kindled within the core of her amulet’s quartz mood stone. 

	At first, Grey thought the light was pouring out from the amulet, but when he noticed the thin gold roots shining through her dress, he realized the light was actually pouring into the amulet. They originated above her left breast, and little radiant surges pulsed through them in rhythm with her heartbeats. Each surge of light was accompanied by a staccato hum, and caused the quartz to brighten like an electrical overflow into a lightbulb.

	Four Health left. Grey’s mind was a marsh, a heavy fog weighing down on murk and mud.

	Vesper must’ve heard the growing energy, she suddenly dropped the young hero and spun toward Damsel. 

	Grey hit the ground. Three Health left.

	Even as his eyelids fluttered weakly, his vision darted between the Boss and the Empath. Lambent light, thin and focused, sprouted from Damsel’s mood quartz. In milliseconds, the spectral stem grew and bloomed in an airy carnation. Petal populated over petal, a widening garden of pink. 

	Vesper tried stopping herself mid-flight. But it was too late. The vast, immaterial garden might have been poetically beautiful, but even carnations can be carnivorous. Empathic Overload’s resplendent attack consumed the boney bat Boss and the entire garden burst into pink flames. When the floral light finally dimmed, it revealed Vesper’s body, now nothing more than a bouquet of blazing pink pedals. Dispersing, they spread across the lair like a past-lover’s rejected apology. 

	Two Health left.

	Grey teetered on the brink of death. His heart thumping with everything it had left, a double bass pedal set up next to a microphone. In that fleeting yet infinite moment, his brain downloaded a chaotic swell of memories. Each one rapidly opened like previously minimized windows. All of them resized to various proportions. Some, like image search results from his life. Family, friends, pictures of home, a village ablaze. Various video loops. Damsel and him in the Illustrious Forest. Sparring sessions with his father. Studying with his mother. Chess with Deavios. His mother’s head on spider legs skittering toward him.

	One Health left.

	As quick as the windows had consumed his internal vision, their succession of close was faster. A computer unplugged instead of being allowed to shut down.
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	A resonant chime rang throughout the lair and calm light, like rays of morning sun pouring through the mouth of a cave, rode on those soundwaves. A series of notifications appeared. They served a few purposes, for one they signified to Death that its services were no longer required, presented Grey with good news, and initiated the effects of that good news. 

	 

	Congratulations! You have defeated Caverna Vesper!

	You have received 750 EXP.

	 

	Congratulations! You have reached Level 6.

	With each Level increase, your stats will be improved based on the actions you took to achieve the Level increase.

	 

	You have received 4 Stat Points to allocate at your discretion. 

	Allocate them within the next 24 hours or they will be allocated for you at random.

	 

	You have received 1 Skill Point! 

	

	Grey’s wounds instantly healed as his HP refilled from the gained Level. He read over the prompts again, wondering where a prompt for a new Skill was. When it didn’t immediately show itself, he brought up his Skill Tree. It showed nothing new, just the handful of Skills that he hadn’t unlocked yet. He sighed and looked them over.

	 

	
		
				Beast Mode:
Your body becomes as powerful as an armored bear. Accelerate in an instant. Energy swirls around you. Pummel your enemies!
 
 
 
 
Cost to Unlock: 2 Skill Points

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Damage: 17-19 (Physical) unarmed, 27-29 when based on weapon damage
Effects: 60% Chance to Knockback
Cooldown: 60 seconds
Duration: 5 seconds
Cost: For 5 seconds after Beast Mode’s duration is ended you become exhausted, and are 30% more susceptible to critical hits.

		

	

	 

	
		
				Shield Stun:
Improves the Skill ‘Shield Bash’ by extending its area of effect by 3 feet and adding a chance to stun affected enemies.
 
Cost to Unlock: 2 Skill Points

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Cost: 25 Khem
Effect: causes Knockback to enemies and deals 27-31 (Physical) damage to all enemies within a 8 foot radius. Enemies struck by Shield Stun have a 25% chance to be stunned for 3 seconds.

		

	

	 

	
		
				Survivalist:
Few things suck more than dying, the Survivalist Skill will help to avoid that. 
 
 
 
Cost to Unlock: 1 Skill Point

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Passive Ability
Effects: 

	● +10% to maximum Health

	● +10% Health regeneration rate


 

		

	

	 

	He had two unused Skill Points at his disposal, so he could unlock either Shield Stun or Beast Mode, but decided against it. Shield Stun hadn’t excited him much the first time he’d seen it, and that hadn’t changed. Sure, it might come in handy, but the drastically increased Khem cost involved would limit how often he could use the Skill way too much. He’d have to hold out hope that something better would come along. Purchasing a Skill because it was available and he currently had enough points to do so just seemed childish. 

	On the other hand, Survivalist only cost one point. Given his recent run-in with a near death experience, it was as tempting as a maple donut to a starving sugar addict. He unlocked Survivalist and a prompt appeared. 

	 

	You have only unlocked one Passive Skill slot. 

	Do you wish to switch from your current Passive to Survivalist?

	 

	Yes or No

	 

	Damn. It didn’t take long for him to make the decision to switch, though. Antisocial had been neat, but unless he found a way to either increase the chance of knockback on a successful block, or increase the amount of damage from its thorns, he would prefer the +10% to maximum Health and +10% to Health regeneration. And in the present...he felt a phantom pain in his shoulder and his mind looped back to blood pouring from the wound, then to his flashing Health bar as it reached critical. In the present there was only caution and fear. 

	He selected “Yes,” and the changes were made. In the bottom left hand corner, he saw his Health bar shift to reflect the adjustments. During the fight with Caverna Vesper only minutes before, Grey had only had 200 total Health. Now he was sporting a slightly more impressive 264. It was a dramatic improvement and Grey he was happy with his decision.

	With that taken care of, Grey toggled over to his Stats Window.

	 

	 

	
		
				Overview

				Stats

				Skills

				Inventory

				Quests

				Social

				Settings

		

	

	 

	
		
				Strength (30): You have received +1 Strength for battling valiantly.
Intelligence (25): You have received +2 Intelligence for your clever strategy in battle.
Dexterity (18): When it came to the obstacles, you tried your best and failed. Then you tried your best again! And that is all anyone can ask for. +1 Dexterity!
Constitution (24): You clung to life even on the brink of death, +4 Constitution for sheer dumb luck.
Charisma (12): You have received +3 Charisma for placing yourself in harm’s way to save a friend.
 

		
				You have 4 Available Stat Points
Allocate your Stat Points in the next 24 hours or they will be allocated for you

		

	
1 unused Skill Point

		

	

	 

	Under normal circumstances Grey would have planned out where to allocate his Stat Points, but even the most pragmatic of people lose logic when traumatized. So, although he had just gained 4 Points to Constitution, he put all four Stat Points into it. His Health bar jumped again, adjusting to the higher Constitution. Instead of granting the Misnomer an additional 40 points of Health, the bump in Constitution worked in concert with the Survivalist Passive to grant 44 instead - bringing his maximum Health all the way to 308. He couldn’t help wondering if the fight with Caverna Vesper would have gone differently if he’d made it to Level 6 before they initiated it.

	There was only one other prompt that needed to be addressed. The one regarding his Shield of the Misnomer.

	Toward the end of the Boss fight, Grey had dropped the shield. He found it now resting only a few feet away. Again, it had changed. He leaned over, placed his fingertips on it, and scooted it closer. 

	It had expanded about two inches in diameter. The silver veins which had appeared during its last Level up now formed a thin gleaming ring on the outer edge, and the subtle crest in the center had filled out in detail a little. What had been a blank space now held a hieroglyph. It might have been an animal, but it was hard to tell which species. Etched into the design was a circular rune slot. Its location made it seem as though the hieroglyphic figure was cradling the empty hole.

	“Whoa,” Grey muttered to himself. He quickly Inspected the weapon.

	 

	
		
				Shield of the Misnomer
Forged by Binary Blessings of Zero, Shield of the Misnomer Levels with the hero it binds to. As you grow, so too does this magical item.
 
 
Actions:
❖      Boomerang
 
 
 
 
Cannot be sold or traded - Bound to Source

				Level: 06
Defense: + 66
Durability: 72/72
(Shield of the Misnomer will repair itself slowly over time)
Spirit Points: 6/7
Rarity: Legendary
Quality: Superb
Properties:
❖      +29% chance to block
❖      +15% chance to counter
❖      +16% resistance to elemental damage
❖      +2 Strength
❖      +2 Constitution

		

		
				Runes: none
Available Rune slots: 1

		

	

	 

	Grey felt a wave of relief at seeing that, like himself, the shield was restored to peak condition upon reaching a new Level. But that was far from the best news. It was the available rune slot. Based on his experience with the sword that Deavios had gifted him, he knew that even a garbage item could have some use if a high-quality rune was inserted. 

	“I really need to find myself another rune,” he muttered.

	As he sat there tracing the rune slot with his finger, Damsel rushed over and knelt beside him. Her body still glowed, like a model posing in a professional photo shoot during golden hour. Tears still gleamed in her green eyes. She gently placed her hand on his shoulder where the wound had been and smiled.

	“I thought I’d lost you,” she said, throwing both arms around him.

	Grey winced, and in a stifled voice muttered, “I...can’t...breathe.” He patted her back awkwardly, trying to tap out. It still amazed him how naturally strong she was—Elvish perks are interversal. 

	The Empath pushed him away, smiled again, then slugged him hard in the arm. “Don’t ever do that again, Grey.”

	By the time she helped him to his feet, Crow had regained consciousness. Brushing dirt off his holey black jeans, the Rogue sauntered over. His wounds had healed as well. He glanced at the two of them, then at the surplus of gold and loot scattered across the ground, and swallowed hard. When he spoke, his voice was as quiet as a baby boomer confessing to a millennial that perhaps climate change did exist. “I never thought I’d say this, but you guys were pretty awesome back there.”

	Grey was speechless. Damsel opened her mouth, looking for all the world as if she was about to spit out some scathing retort, then her eyebrows pulled together, and she closed her mouth. 

	“Thanks,” Grey said finally, “man.”

	As they gathered gold, Damsel and Crow discussed the battle as if it had occurred years ago—like fat NHCs drinking beers and reminiscing about their glory days back when Bitball meant everything. They commented on one Skill usage after another and, although Grey was included in the compliments, he just chuckled awkwardly. Yes, they had won, but that didn’t change the fact that he nearly died. He needed to be stronger, smarter, faster. Better in general. Crow and Damsel had each almost died as well, and he couldn’t do a damn thing to help them.

	Of the loot they’d gathered, the only items that were of any use to Grey were the handful of normal and Lesser Restoration Potions with various qualities, and 909 gold coins. 

	The potions were, of course, put into the party’s shared storage, and they divided up the gold up evenly. Doing a quick count of how much money he now had made him feel a little bit better since he could, hopefully, purchase a rune if he found one in a gem shop. He still felt cheated as far as the items went, though. 

	His party members, on the other hand, had been well rewarded. As they talked about their new Levels, Grey toggled his Interface over to Inspected their new stats. Because, of course, they’d both Leveled up, leaving him two Levels behind Crow and a Level behind Damsel. 

	He started with Crow. The stats were as expected, Dexterity nearly double everything else. He glanced over the Skills. Most of Crow’s overview was the same as the last time he’d looked, but then his eyes locked in on something amazing. 

	 

	
		
				Shadow Shuriken:
Conjure a shuriken from the depths of your blackened soul, hurl it at your enemies. Unlike knife throwing, shurikens need only to be aimed - the whole dang thing is the pointy end.

				Specialization: Assassination
Cost: 25 Angst
Effects: Deals 21-23 (Shadow) damage. When a Shadow Shuriken connects with its target, there is a 35% chance to poison it with your blackened soul, dealing 2 damage per second for 20 seconds.

		

	

	 

	Grey groaned. “Shadow Shuriken?!”

	“I know, right? Check this out.” Crow reared back and a small shuriken appeared in his hand with a puff of black smoke. He threw the shadowy projectile into the far wall, where it burst in a puff of smoke. “They cost a ton of Angst, but it’s totally worth it. And if I can advance in the Skill they’ll probably get new abilities like being able to make each shuriken separate into three, or make them ricochet or something.”

	       Grey was completely lost in jealous musings when Crow equipped his new gear. He toggled over to the Rogue’s inventory and focused only on the icons which gleamed, signifying that they were a new addition. 

	 

	
		
				Vesper’s Fang:
The ultimate backstabbing weapon. Don’t mind the stench, it did come from the mouth of Caverna Vesper, after all.
 

				Level Requirement: 7
Damage: 27-29
Durability: 22/25
Rarity: Epic
Quality: Above Average
Properties:
❖      +25% backstab damage
❖      +3% lifesteal 
❖      +11 EXP per kill

		

	

	 

	
		
				Vesper’s Ears:
Sometimes losing one sense improves the efficiency of another, and as such, Vesper’s increased hearing helped her navigate her lair. Experience her advantages without going blind. 

				Level Requirement: 7
Defense: + 13
Durability: 31/31
Rarity: Epic
Quality: Above Average
Properties:
❖      +19 Dexterity
❖      While Vesper’s Ears are equipped, your sense of hearing is improved by 300%. 

		

	

	 

	Grey had to admit, Vesper’s Fang looked awesome. Even if it didn’t smell awesome. He wondered if the odor coming off the weapon is what gingivitis smelled like, but he couldn’t be sure. It had all the physical appearances of a tanto dagger. The blade had no ridges, flat on both sides. Like any monster with bad hygiene, Vesper’s Fang was yellow ivory, aside from the constant rivulets of blood that trickled over the surface. It made for a nice addition to his Wakizashi of Cold. 

	But as cool as the dagger was, Vesper’s Ears just looked ridiculous. The Rogue’s head reminded Grey of the costumes he’d seen girls at his Academy wear during Hallow’s Eve. Both ears were obscenely large, their pinkish inner lobes framed by gnarled black fur. And as far as Grey could tell, they were attached to Crow’s head with a headband. The aesthetic did not match the rest of the angsty Rogue’s outfit— holey black jeans, Coziosm’s stealth toe shoes, a black hoodie with the graphic of a band on it, and a black leather jacket. 

	Grey tried his best not to laugh, but his best wasn’t enough. It was the only consolation he’d been able to find in Crow’s new improvements, and he relished in how cartoonish it made the broody jerkwad look. 

	“Hey, shut up man,” Crow grumbled, touching his new ears. “I figured you’d actually be into cosplay. At least look at the stats before laughing at me.”

	“I think they’re adorable, Crow,” Damsel snickered. “I’m glad you’re embracing your feminine side.”

	“You can shut up, too.”

	Grey apologized, and it was then he noticed what Damsel had just equipped from the Boss battle. It wasn’t nearly as ridiculous as Crow’s. Instead, it gave her a strangely ominous appearance. A new stone adorned her amulet, this one blood red, and he swore it had a pulse. He Inspected it.

	 

	
		
				Vesper’s Heart Stone
It is no secret that Caverna Vesper was a very lonely soul. Her heart turned to red stone long ago, instilling misery in herself and her minions.

				Item type: Gem
Rarity: Epic
Quality: Superb
Properties:
❖      Attacks now have a 10% chance to inflict a Depression debuff (Empath only) that lasts for 5 seconds.

		

	

	 

	Grey read the item description again and his neck tensed as though the implications of that item were centipedes crawling across his skin. The item was clearly geared toward taking on a specialization known as Dark Empath. Although there’d been several great heroes who’d successfully followed that path, the idea of Damsel becoming one unnerved him. He’d heard countless stories of Dark Empaths going mad, as if their powers of projected despair had a negative impact on themselves. A quote from the legendary Mentalist Mage, Nietzche, came to mind. “And if you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.” 

	Damsel must’ve intuited his concern. She launched into an explanation of why she’d equipped the seemingly uncharacteristic item. “This way I can potentially slow our opponents even without using up my Compassion!” She smiled wryly and added; “As I’m sure you both know, a Depression buff can cause anything from sluggishness to total paralysis. I was a little hesitant, since using this kind of thing can be a slippery slope toward a Dark Empath spec, but I think I can resist. Besides, I feel like it could really benefit us if I can learn to utilize some of those Skills. Who knows, maybe this will open up the potential of learning how to inflict Manic-Depression, or even Schizophrenia.”

	Crow was practically salivating. “Those are the only buffs that make me envious of Empaths. Even Psych Rogues can’t do as much emotional damage as Dark Empaths.” 

	“You would just abuse the powers, Crow.” Damsel shook her head, and touched her hand to the heart stone. “You just don’t see the bigger picture. Now I can spread awareness about the debilitating effects of mental illnesses. Mental health awareness is very important. Did you know, one in five heroes...”

	Grey had stopped listening as his best friend went on. Lost in thought, he considered just how effective Mental Illness buffs could be. Although he was jealous of Damsel (and now a little nervous), he knew the amulet would be helpful to their quest. Not to mention, she was right. It was important for anyone with a platform to do their best at raising mental health awareness. He couldn’t remember the exact word he’d heard Damsel use when she’d pulled him out of his own grief the week after he’d moved to the village—the same week his father had disappeared—but he was fairly certain it was something like ‘woke’. Based on that memory and many others, he trusted her decision. If anyone could stare into the abyss and hold onto their sanity, it was Damsel. 

	If anything, he thought she’d make the abyss feel better about its misunderstood existence. Darkness is only dangerous for those who fear what hides in the recesses of their mind.

	Damsel finished her psychiatric infomercial and tapped Grey to bring his attention back to her. “Plus, with my new Skill, Vesper Heart Stone’s effectiveness will compound. You guys are going to love it!”

	Grey and Crow exchanged nervous looks. “You already picked your new Skill?” they both asked.

	Nodding, the Empath nocked a single arrow into her silk parasol crossbow, sang Rapid Fire, and fired a steady stream while panning the lair. When she had finished, she set down her bow and hopped up and down giddily. 

	“Cool, right?! Now I can do faster damage like you guys! And because I’ll be firing more regular arrows, I’ll have a higher chance to cause Depression. Crow, we can both be glass cannons!” She instantly held out a fist to do a knuckle bump with the Rogue, who just looked down at it, and then at her with a ‘this isn’t going to happen’ expression on his face. Unphased, she turned to her best friend. “And Grey, I’ll be able to kill more monsters, so you won’t have to protect me all the time. It’s perfect right?”

	 

	
		
				Rapid Fire:
Fill the air with pointy death!

				Specialization: Archer
Cost: 20 Compassion to cast, 3 Compassion per second to channel.
Effect: fires arrows, rapidly, that deal 50% of regular weapon damage each as physical damage.
 

		

	

	 

	After Grey skimmed over the Skill description, he let his head fall back in exasperation, and looked at the ceiling as though praying for strength. 

	Crow facepalmed. “Damsel…”

	She looked down sheepishly, held her hands together in front of her waist, and shuffled one foot. “Look, I know it’s only 50% of the typical damage I’d do, but I think with the added speed it’ll make up for it. And it pairs so well with the new gem. No brainer.”

	“Remember that time we talked about how you need to check with us before picking a new Skill? You know, like literally every time you’ve ever Leveled up? Well, this would’ve been a good time to do that.”

	“Listen, male superior. I can pick my own Skills without your mansplanations,” she said, defiantly folding her arms. “You said I shouldn’t have picked Empathic Overload and that’s what saved us. So there.” She stuck out her tongue. 

	“Fine. Empathic Overload was a good pick, but really? Rapid Fire? And when you still have the Aura of Healing available? Don’t you think that just maybe a healing spell might’ve been a little more helpful than another damage dealing attack? One, I might add, that’s only based on speed, and requires a higher Dexterity than you possess to be really effective? We need a healer, Damsel. Not more DPS. Trust me, I got that covered.”

	“Well, why do I have to be the healer?” Damsel asked, incredulous. “It’s because I’m a girl, isn’t it?!” 

	“Grey,” Crow groaned. “I can’t deal with her. She’s impossible.” 

	The Rogue marched off and found a tall stalagmite, which he coerced into a boxing match. The match was rather one sided.

	Damsel continued sticking her tongue out at him, and may or may not have added a few vulgar hand gestures for good measure. Meanwhile, Grey began formulating how he’d make the Empath understand that party roles had nothing to do with gender roles. Crow couldn’t be a healer even if his Class had the option. He didn’t have the right disposition and attitude. If Grey wasn’t trying to fill the tanking role, and had a healing Skill or two available, then maybe he could do it. As it was though, Damsel was their only hope. 

	Crow’s duel with the stalagmite grew noisier.

	“Crow, you look like a cat at a scratching post. Knock it off.” Grey reconsidered. “Actually, doing stupid, non-serious stuff for once might be good for you. Paw away, pussy cat.”

	Crow stopped, put in his earbuds, and returned to brooding in rhythm with the beat. Headband ears notwithstanding, he looked serious. Almost.

	“Damsel,” Grey said as gently as possible. “The thing is, neither Crow or myself have the potential you have. It’s not because you’re a girl. It’s just, you’re a Ranger Class that, you know, has been granted a Prodigy Inheritance. We have an Empath this early on and well, yeah. I just think we should use that to our advantage. We really could use healing from time to time. Don’t get me wrong, I agree that you should make your own choices. And the combo of Depression and Rapid Fire is really cool. But you were born to be a healer, Damsel. Consider it, at least?”

	Damsel considered it. Her lips twisted as she realized he was right. 

	“Next time I Level I will get Aura of Healing,” she said. Damsel arched an eyebrow over still folded arms. “As long as you promise this isn’t some toxic masculinity trying to strong arm me into being the healer.”

	“I promise.”

	With that out of the way, Damsel pointed out something which he hadn’t previously noticed.

	She informed him politely that his clothes had the general appearance of someone who’d just survived a fight with, well, a giant bat. She then added the fact that she did not know how to sew. They discussed their options, at one point noting that his clothes really didn’t offer much resistance or armor anyway. It’d been a fair point, but Grey wasn’t particularly fond of walking around in DIY denim shorts, a tattered sleeveless hoodie, and his high top boots. Damsel, of course, told him that look was in right now, but he still didn’t feel up to changing his style to fit the trend. This went on for several minutes, and as per usual, Grey was slowly giving in.

	Luckily, Crow, who had been sulking by the lair’s exit, returned to the party just in time. He asked what the hell was taking them so long, and after they explained the situation, he clenched his jaw, cracked his neck, and started muttering angrily under his breath. Tension lines bloomed on the sides of his neck, along with one pulsing vein. He took a deep, calming breath, and coaxed his bangs over his eye. 

	“Grey. I’m only going to say this once,” Crow said. “Take off your clothes.”

	“Ummm, what?”

	“I can sew. Just hand them over.” 

	Reluctantly, and more than a little surprised, Grey obliged. Damsel’s first comment was on how Grey looked to be putting on some muscle. He blushed, feeling happy about increasing his Strength. After that, they sat around and waited, talking about everything except the actual issues that snuck around the depth of Grey’s mind; self-doubt, prophecy, kidnapped mother. The usual. Their conversation steered toward current affairs and the economic decline of Bitworld. Really, she did all the talking, and Grey listened. She told him that the impending crash was the fault of some corporate Wizard scumbag, and backed her argument up with several studies. It always amazed Grey how she could be so impulsive about some things yet so investigative about others. 

	Finally, Crow called them over and handed Grey his new clothes. Grey slipped into them and instantly noticed that although they looked the same as they had before, there was something very different about them. He Inspected his jeans and sweatshirt.

	
		
				Coziosm Enhanced Hoodie:
An item passed down from father to son. Your mother believes that one day ‘you’ll grow into it’.
 
*Enhanced by the threads of Coziosm.

				Defense: + 24
Durability: 29/29
Color: Heather Grey
Size: Large
Rarity: Common
Quality: Above Average

		

	

	 

	
		
				Coziosm Denim Jeans:
 
*Enhanced by the threads of Coziosm.

				Defense: + 19
Durability: 32/32
Color: Faded Blue
Size: 31x30
Rarity: Common
Quality: Superb

		

	

	 

	To put it mildly, the upgrades were staggering. “You…” Grey looked down at the Rogue’s shoes; he was wearing the Second-Hand Moon Boots he’d had prior to equipping the toe-shoes they’d looted from Coziosm. “You used the thread of Coziosm’s shoes to sew my clothes? That’s...well, wow. I’m...” Grey gulped. He hated himself for even thinking it, but Crow had just done something really nice for him. “I’m really... um, I mean...err, thank you. Man.”

	“Don’t get all sappy on me,” Crow snapped. The words, however, didn’t hold as much anger as usual, and for a moment, it almost seemed as though he’d been smiling, teeth and all. And even though he washed that off his face, he couldn’t hide the blushing red cheeks. “I just didn’t have any sewing material. Besides, since you literally can’t equip anything as far as armor goes, I figured this at least would help keep you from taking so much damage all the time. It makes zero sense for our shield user to have such terrible defense.”

	Damsel, who had been silently staring slack jawed at the Rogue, clapped her hands together. “Crow! I’m so impressed with you. Weaving Boss thread into a normal article of clothing is something most professional seamstresses wouldn’t be able to accomplish. Wait, is that some pride in your work I’m feeling? Or… wow!” Her lips turned in a crooked grin. “That’s happiness I’m sensing right now, isn’t it? Why have you kept such a useful passion a secret for so long?”

	Crow’s face told them he would rather be anywhere else. His voice grew so quiet the others had to lean in to make out the words. “When I was a kid, I was kind of an art nerd. If I wasn’t playing saxophone or flute, I was sewing clothes for...ummm...dance recitals.” 

	Damsel and Grey stared at him, disbelieving. 

	“So I used dance,” he barked defensively, the walls coming back up. “So what? I was really freaking awesome at it, too.”

	The way he sat with his head down and shoulders crunched inward made it look like someone had shoved him into a locker. 

	“That makes perfect sense,” Damsel told him. “You have a kind of grace to your fighting style.”

	“I hate to say it,” Grey said. “But she’s right.”

	There was an awkward silence that lasted for several seconds. 

	“So what made you stop dancing?” Damsel asked finally.

	Crow sighed, his shoulders relaxed, and he looked up. “Some older guys… Well they weren’t as understanding about my interest in dance as you are, we’ll just say that. Bullies. One day, I came home after a bit of a fight,”—he swept his bangs to the side and pointed to the outer edge of his eyebrow where a hair-thin white scar ran vertical through his eyebrow, then put his bangs back—“my parents pulled me aside and told me that they were proud of me, that I should dance if I want to.  Afterward my dad pulled me aside and told me something like, ‘Son, you can be both an artist and a warrior, you know.’”

	The Rogue continued after a moment of silent contemplation. “I’d been fighting against following in his footsteps up until then, but I was sick of getting beat up. I agreed to let him tutor me. As it turned out, a lot of the practice I’d been putting in to dance translated directly to melee fighting, so I picked it up fast. My dad let me stay home from school for a week so I could learn to defend myself. When I went back, and those jerks came at me again, I just kind of snapped.” 

	Damsel put her hand to her mouth, and shivered. Grey motioned for the Rogue to go on, this was starting to get good. 

	Crow shook his head. “Believe it or not, there are a variety of household and classroom items, like a flute or sewing needle for example, that actually make decent weapons. I got a little carried away. After that, we had to move and change our names, and I had to keep a low profile.”

	“So you chose the name Crow?” Grey asked.

	Crow ignored that. “So, yeah. No more music or dance recitals. I still sew, and practice, but I have to keep it to myself.” He sighed. “That’s actually how I ended up at the Academy. The guy who helped us with new identities made a deal with my folks that if he did us the favor my parents had to return to the…” Suddenly, the Rogue stopped, and swallowed. “Return to see their extended family, because the guy… the guy they made a deal with was my... uncle.”

	Weird. Grey wasn’t fantastic at reading people, but Damsel was. When he caught her expression in the corner of his eye, his suspicions were confirmed. The Rogue was definitely hiding something. Still, Grey felt like at least most of the story hadn’t been a lie. 

	“I really don’t even know why I told you guys that. Stupid. It doesn’t mean anything to me anymore. Like, the past is the past, right? No use dwelling on it.”

	“You told us because we’re your friends, Crow,” Damsel said. “It’s okay to have friends.” 

	Friend, Damsel. Singular. He thought it, but didn’t say it.

	Crow shook his head in disgust, told them that he worked alone and didn’t need friends, and after reiterating his stance on the matter by pointing out each of their many flaws, he adjusted Vesper’s Ears, which had slid forward on his head.

	“Whatever,” he grunted. “Let’s just go. I’m sick of this stinking lair.”

	 


[image: Image]

	 

	It was late and Grey was in a bad mood. He sat on a large rock and prodded at the crackling coals in the fire pit with his sword as he thought about the party’s previous endeavor. He glanced over at his slumbering party members, then looked away, upset with himself. If it hadn’t been for Damsel, he’d have died in the fight with Caverna Vesper. He cursed himself and stabbed hard at the coals. Little orange embers sparked in the darkness, and as he watched them dance in the heavy air, a thought burned in his mind. 

	He wasn’t strong enough. Damsel had always had a connection to emotions, practically born an Empath even before her Prodigy Inheritance had been revealed. And Crow...Grey scowled at him. Branded or not, the Rogue was skilled far beyond his Level.

	And then there’s me. I'm nobody. I’m not even a real Hero. Just a Misnomer. A weak one at that.

	Grey had practiced swordsmanship with his father when he was young, and he’d always paid attention in his classes, but if he wasn’t strong enough to stay alive and protect his friends, what did it matter? With the automatic reduction in EXP, courtesy of the gods and his original placement as an NHC, he couldn’t keep up with his party. He was already falling behind in Levels, in addition to the fact that he had already been the weakest member of the team.

	He clenched his jaw, turning over a few of the coals with his blade, and stared distantly into the dying fire. How was he supposed to save his mother?

	Grey decided. He looked at the bright light which led to the floor he’d only barely made it out of alive. He rose to his feet, then made sure to reallocate some of the joint party items into his own pack. Namely, a handful of Lesser Restoration Potions, and some of the vines that Crow had put in. Just in case.

	“That should make things easier,”  he muttered, feeling a little bad about teasing the Rogue for grabbing the vines.

	Grey threw on his hood, put out the party’s fire, and walked through the passage back to the previous level of the Misty Mountain.
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	When the room was fully loaded, nothing came out to fight.

	No Caverna Vesper, no aberrations, no skeletons. It was as if his foes hadn’t quite gotten the memo that the hero they’d all nearly devoured was coming back for more. He thought about that for a moment. The dungeon floors must be sequential. The creatures only appeared in order from the beginning, not the other way around. It was a small stroke of luck, and he didn’t want to waste it.

	Grey paced the lair, thoroughly considering each stage of the Boss battle. During the first one, Vesper had used her barks for echolocation and to inflict sound damage. He stopped in front of the carcass mound in the center of the lair, remembering that’s where she’d spawned. He looked up, no Boss. Just the forest of stalactites.

	Grey thought about how he could use that to his advantage and tapped thoughtfully on his temple as the gears turned within. “Maybe…” he muttered to himself, kneeling beside the pile. His face instantly soured and he shook his head. Plugging his nose and trying to breathe in as little as possible, he analyzed the pile’s contents. Amongst the dead bodies was a moderate amount of heavily damaged armor. It took all his willpower, but he swallowed his dignity and no small amount of puke trying to escape his mouth, stretched his sleeve over his hand, and dove in. 

	The process was rather strenuous on the nose and, after a few minutes, the gags were turning to dry heaves, but finally, after he’d covered his sleeve in crusted sinews and blood, he finished the set up and assessed his work. From the lair’s entrance to the pile of carcasses where Vesper would spawn, he had arranged a line of armored limbs, each fastened to a different stalagmite. Grey pulled out Shield of the Misnomer and tapped its edge against a single breastplate that he’d slid over top of one stalagmite. The sound of metal on stone echoed throughout the arena as he worked.

	“This might just work,” he said to himself, before turning to his shield. “I’m relying on you.” Inanimate or not, talking to the legendary weapon provided a strange comfort. 

	Grey moved onto considering the second stage, the bat substitutes. Remembering the vast hurricanes of horrid little flying creatures, he shivered. “How am I supposed to take out all of them by myself?” He repeated the question to himself several times, until finally slumping into a seated position with his back to a stalagmite, knees pulled up to his chest. He didn’t ask himself in the way he did when asked questions like, ‘How am I going to save my mother?’, though. He asked himself how he was going to take out all of the bats, and completely expected to come up with a viable answer. The shield rested in front of him and he tried using it as a sounding board. 

	“It’s impossible.” he argued. 

	When the shield didn’t respond, he unleashed a verbal brainstorm that lasted for several minutes. 

	Finally, an idea struck him. He didn’t know if it was a particularly good idea, but it was the best he could come up with. Thanking the gods for perhaps the single most integral element to man’s evolution, he gathered a collection of the torches scattered throughout Vesper’s lair, dislodging them from their respective sconces, and then carefully arranged three groupings on the floor near the lair’s entrance in a wide triangle. Once his makeshift trap was complete, he inspected each point’s structural integrity four times with his shield, like someone testing tent stakes.

	He was prepared for the first two stages of the Boss fight. Last came the final stage, where Vesper had sent forth the skeletons and aberrations.

	Grey actually smirked. Of all the stages, this was the one he’d had a legitimate idea for how to deal with. He tied the first torch to the bars of a cell using a length of vine. After he fastened it, he waited a moment to make sure the vine wouldn’t burn up from the heat of the handle. Thankfully, it didn’t. So he repeated his process on every prison cell door. 

	Once he’d completed that task, he moved onto the next. At the carcass mound, where the aberrations had spawned the first time, he used a similar process to the one he’d used for the bats, setting up the last remaining torches around the pile. This way, he figured, the aberrations would have a nice, and very warm welcome when they rose hoping to make a meal out of his slight form.

	Finished with his schemes, he panned around the lair. Grey swelled with pride. With the glass encased torches all lined up, flickering eerily, the place looked like it could have appeared in Home & Castles: Cultist Ceremony Edition. He was quite pleased with himself. That is, up until his eyes landed on the wall he’d been pushed up against and impaled during his first run in with Caverna Vesper. He realized that he’d  only had an idea about how to handle part of the third stage. And not even the most significant part.

	“Of course I forgot about the Boss herself. How could I be so stupid? If I can’t kill her, then what the hell does it matter if I beat her minions?” 

	He racked his brain, searching the lair for anything that could help. He’d already allocated every torch to defeating the minions, and although he felt like the fire would potentially be able to take Vesper out the way Damsel’s Empathic Overload had, he couldn’t be sure. It wasn’t a risk he could take. He knew the substitutes would be affected and didn’t want to chance exposing himself to their wrath just to gamble on the possibility that fire might hurt the Boss, which if he was being honest with himself, didn’t seem like a high one. Sure, Damsel’s attack had been luminescent, and fire was bright, but the two elements—love and flame—were still distinctly different. Even the inferno that he had to witness upon seeing his village razed wasn’t as bright as Empathic Overload had been.

	Stretching his mind, he attempted to outthink the one-on-one battle with a foe clearly more powerful than himself. 

	He went toward one of the prison cells and peered through the bars. Maybe if I tricked her to fly inside? That seemed impossible, as he doubted she’d fit even if he could get her to go inside of one. He walked to one particularly long stalagmite and touched his finger to its point. What if I could impale her with one of these?

	Grey’s train of thought derailed. That word, impale, triggered an arcane bomb along the train tracks of his mind, setting off a chain reaction. His thoughts crashed. 

	Impale. 

	His resolve exploded. All the anger, shame, and determination became nothing but plumes of smoke. Fear took a seat and settled in as politely as lymphoma. 

	The young hero staggered back. His breath caught in his throat, like someone had clamped their hands around his lungs and squeezed. 

	Impale. 

	His heart thrashed against his ribcage, and as his chest heaved, he felt the phantom pain in his shoulder, piercing, burning. 

	Impale! 

	He grimaced. His trembling hand shot to where Vesper had stabbed him. He pressed his fingers into the healed wound as the image flashed. 

	Again, and again. The pain. The terror. Impale. Near death. The pain. Her fangs gnashing before his eyes. Her own empty eye sockets. Terror. Unadulterated terror.

	He faltered forward, barely catching himself on a stalagmite. With one hand clasped tight around it, and the other pressing against his shoulder, he bent over and tried to focus his vision on the ground. The divots and thin cracks seemed to move. He crumbled to his knees, only a few meters away from where he’d nearly died. 

	Utterly defeated. The weight of that realization had finally caught up to him, and it felt too heavy for his narrow frame to bear. Like gravity itself was contracting. 

	He had no idea how long he’d been frozen in that position. It was as if the typhoon of time just seemed to roll over him, each minute another wave forcing him under. And during the storm, he thought of returning to his party. He wasn’t certain if he’d be able to pass through again without clearing the floor first, but it seemed likely since the dungeon hadn’t even processed his presence. It sounded nice, just leaving this place and Leveling naturally, slowly. Trusting in the Deus ex Machina to get him out of any tricky situations. But each time he thought about abandoning his attempt to solo the level, he thought of his mother. He knew he had to be more than the boy she’d left behind if he wanted to have any chance of saving her. He had to be the hero she’d tried to raise.

	 After several repeats of this internal battle, a quote sailed through the mental tempest, reached over the hull, and pulled Grey out the squall. It was one from a book called Old Man and the Sea his father had read to him long ago. At the time, Grey had no idea what it meant and told his dad he was silly. 

	“But man is not made for defeat. A man can be destroyed, but not defeated.” 

	The young hero thought he understood it now. 

	Although his body still trembled and fear still swelled in his heart, those words filled him with...it wasn’t hope. But it might be even better. Courage. And perhaps a little stupidity. 

	He hauled himself up and glared at the spawn point. “You should have destroyed me when you could, Caverna Vesper.” 
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	              Grey made his way out of Vesper’s lair and back the way they’d come. He’d be able to initiate the monster-spawning sequence back at the beginning of the level, but he had quite a walk ahead of him. Fortunately, the side-scroll-like obstacle course that Grey didn’t have the Dexterity to complete was much easier to traverse in reverse. Although the fall hurt, his Health regenerated quickly enough. 

	As the young hero continued his descent, making the long journey through the torch-lit walls and down the staircases, he took careful note of all his surroundings, trying to remember each nook, cranny, and corner where the skeletons and bats had appeared in his first run-through. Whenever he’d find one of those spots he’d take a torch off its sconce and drive it into the floor about ten paces ahead of his foes’ spawn points. He made an extra special note of the large staircase where he and Damsel set up the barricade, that one easily had the most monster spawns. This way, he figured, he could both avoid getting caught off guard as well as know when he’d be safe to pause and let his Stamina regenerate.  

	He reached the bottom of the staircase and continued through the poorly lit tunnels. When he reached the Instance again, Grey paused. Its eeriness had not decreased in the slightest. Bloated bodies still hung from the stalactites like a mass hanging. A crowd of worms crawled in and out from the open wounds along one of the body’s purpled bellies. The entrance itself still burbled like a vertical mud pit. Above the grotesque scene was the same sign, informing him of likely peril and keeping a tally of heroes that’d fallen to the Instance’s innards.

	Even though he knew that entering it, especially alone, came with great risk, Grey wanted to take advantage of its potential. It may have also had something to do with curiosity, and if he was being honest with himself, a strange suspicion. A feeling he couldn’t explain, some whisper on the wind telling him to go and see what was on the other side. The whole aggrandized display of horror reminded him of little dogs, yapping as loudly as possible to compensate for a less than dangerous bite. At least, that was what Grey was hoping. 

	He equipped his weapons, navigated around the hanging corpses, puckered his lips and tried to plug his nose as the aroma from the entrance invaded his nostrils. It didn’t help. Grey gathered his courage, and stepped into the sludge.

	 

	𝌄𝌂𝌃𝌁 Loading 𝌄𝌂𝌃𝌁

	 

	The sludge burped Grey out of its portal and he pitched forward, his unprepared feet shifting in the sand. Once he righted himself, he swept his gaze across the dismal desert ahead.

	It was the quintessential desert, infinite in its expanse. Quintessential is another word for without distinct personality of its own, and this desert fit that part of the definition exceptionally well. It was an eternal haze, winds sweeping up the sands and painting them across the sky in broad, gapped strokes like those of an old paintbrush. It was harsh and breathtaking, at least in one sense of the word—Grey could breathe, but when he inhaled, sand particulates invaded his mouth, throat, and lungs. Although the sun was no more than a blurred orange, it had epic retina-burning properties, especially after walking through dimly-lit corridors to get there. There was only one distinguishable feature in the distance, but from where Grey stood, he could only make out that it was very tall. Maybe man-made, maybe not. Possibly a mountain, possibly not. But certainly not another sand dune. 

	This was not what he was expecting. A different dungeon with a new set of monsters maybe. An abandoned temple, or even a warm beach. A beach would’ve been nice. 

	But he was in the desert. It sucked. It burned. But at least he had the very tall mysterious structure to head toward, which was kind of like being lost with a compass after forgetting which way you came from. It probably wouldn’t make a difference in the end, but being lost with direction is better than being lost without direction at all. That’s simple navigation, really. 

	Grey pulled his hood as far over his face as he could, tightened the drawstrings, and masked his mouth and nose with the neck of the sweatshirt. He looked like a boy playing ninja. 

	He caught sight of a small gathering of stampeding buffalo in the distance, kicking up sand and dust, running at incredible speeds for creatures their size. A train-sized sand worm erupted from the dunes behind the buffalo, rose thirty feet over their heads, and dove when its head was over the center of their herd. It was a less than attractive sight, and an equally less than pleasant sound. Grey clapped his hands over his ringing ears and closed his eyes.23

	The scene that had transpired for the sole sake of setting up a non-linear jest passed. The inconsequential sound had held little weight except for as a setup-punchline. Suddenly, Grey heard a different sound directly to his left. This sound was consequential and held a great deal of weight. 

	It was the sound of tinkering. And grumbling. Except the grumbling was very loud, then it wasn’t. As if it came from a house where the door keeps opening and shutting, a child smashing the mute button on a remote. He swiveled his head and tilted it in confusion.

	The sky glitched. At first, the hazy desert sands blew around the sky, then static, followed by seemingly infinite lines of ones and zeroes, similar to what could sometimes be seen when night would be taken by the dawn in Bitworld. It glitched again, revealing a luminescent blue light that pulsed from within visible cavernous walls. He couldn’t be certain whether the images before him were mirages or not.  

	Chewing on the drawstring of his hoodie, he panned across the desert toward the massive, distant structure. That’s where I’m supposed to go. He returned his focus to the glitching and grumbling. But…

	They say curiosity is a cat killer, and one might think curiosity is often the source of chaos. Within such character types as Grey, however, curiosity is all powerful. 

	“I’m going in,” he muttered, gripping his sword and shield. “I feel like I should.”24    

	Grey stepped toward the shifting, glitching sky. It closed. He waited. It opened into the static, and he readied himself. It shifted to the luminescent blue, and he jumped through.

	And then he was standing in a room. A radiant room, wide, with high ceilings. The walls were an amalgamation of two different types of rocks. Intertwined, one half had cracks that burned pale blue, and the others flowed with veins of silvery light. Directly opposite where he stood, he saw a strange door. 

	It was made of polished wood. It had a window with cross-hatching in the glass, and where there should have been a handle, there was a circular metal ball. 

	Weird…

	There was lettering on the window as well. 

	 

	PROFESSOR PHOSPHOR. Ph.D. 

	Alchemical Structures Lab #3193

	 

	Professor Phosphor? Grey thought. Alchemical Structures? 

	He could still hear the grumbling and searched around the room for its source. In the corner sat a short figure, hunched over a work table littered with fragments of the pale blue rocks. It was very clearly a gnome. Hair sprouted around the earlobes and there was a tuft on the gnome’s head. His voice cracked as he grumbled to himself.

	Grey had known enough professors in his day to know one when he saw one; the grumbling about tenure gave it away. He almost let himself feel at ease, but reminded himself to be cautious. He was still in an instance. He warily tried to Inspect this man, presumably Professor Phosphor. 

	Nothing came up. Not even the “Failed to Inspect your target” prompt. 

	Taking a deep breath, the Misnomer readied his shield and cautiously stepped toward the gnome. He made it all of two steps.

	The gnome shrieked, and spun around on a chair that stunned Grey with its ability to swivel. There were also wheels attached to its bottom, and due to Phosphor’s sudden movement they rolled jerkily, and the stool toppled. Phosphor fell onto his buttocks and groaned before abruptly jumping to his feet. The short man snatched one of the fragments of bright stone from the work table and held it defensively toward Grey.

	“Who are you? What are you doing in my lab? Are you one of the new interns? Did Mercury send you to spy? Oh, I bet he did! That old crook! Well, I’ll warn you, try stealing any of my research materials and I will use this White Phosphorus on you. Don’t test me!”

	Grey gawked, hiding behind his shield. Should I just Shield Bash him? 

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“Right. Sure you don’t.” Phosphor stepped forward, jabbing the gleaming stone forward like a man scaring an ogre away with a candle. “Don’t come any closer. Not sure how you got through the door but…” He suddenly stopped, and raised one very bushy eyebrow. “Wait.”

	He looked Grey up and down. “I recognize you.” He produced a pair of odd spectacles from his lab coat, and put them on while still keeping the stone aimed at Grey. The spectacles shimmered, lines of technological text populating on their surface. “Interesting, very interesting indeed.” 

	“What is?”

	Phosphor lowered the rock and relaxed slightly. “You aren’t from the company, are you?”

	“Company? I’m not sure what you mean.”

	Phosphor let out a cackle. “How did you get in here, boy?”

	Grey glanced around. Behind him he could still see the glitching, except it didn’t lead to the desert. Or anywhere else, as far as he could tell. Never one for lying unless it seemed incredibly necessary, he answered honestly. “I was just going through Misty Mountain and came across an Instance. Got put in a desert, saw a portal open and the light, I think from these rocks, was shining through. So, ummm, yeah. I wanted to see what was in here. And also, there was a really big sandworm guarding the path to where I think the Instance’s treasure would’ve been. I took my chances here instead. I guess?” 

	Without taking his gaze off Grey, Phosphor fumbled for his chair and after a failed attempt, stood it upright and sat down. “You aren’t…” he trailed off, and placed his bulbous chin in his three-fingered hand. “What sector is that? Hmmm. Misty Mountain. I’ve heard that...wait. What world are you from?”

	This guy is weird. I wonder if he’s okay.  “Bitworld.”

	“That...shouldn’t be possible.”

	He’s definitely not okay. “Why not?”

	“Because, this is Backworld. Only inhabitants of Backworld are supposed to be able to…” his eyes widened, and the stone in his hand flared as though reacting to a sudden lightbulb in his brain. “Misnomer! That’s your Class. Is that a new one?”

	“Ummm. I’m not sure it’s even really a Class. I got a system error. Wait, back up. I’m confused. What is going on? I’m not on Bitworld anymore?”

	“Well, dear boy, I’m one of the Alchemical Structure specialists. I work for a… that’s not important, I suppose. I can’t say for certain as...who are your gods on Bitworld?”

	This guy is seriously nuts. Grey held his shield tight. “One and Zero?”

	“Ahhh. One is amongst the smarter co...gods. Zero...is kind of a dufus. Talented. But not all there.”

	You’re one to talk. “Okay?”

	“I can only tell you so much, and I’ve already said so much I’ll probably need to switch out your memory banks.”

	“Whoa!” Grey backstepped, shield held strongly before him. “I don’t know what you mean by that, but I don’t like the way you said it. That’s the tone Deavios takes whenever I’m about to beat him at Chess, right before he throws the board against the wall.”

	“Good catch. Blast. Anyway, it seems like somehow, you’ve been anomalized, and that’s why you received the Misnomer moniker. I also believe it’s how you accessed the Backworld. Because that should not be possible, unless...unless you’re a... Now, what was the word One used when he hired us to manage...never mind.”

	This was getting too weird. It reminded him of a more absurd version of the horrific illusion with his mother. That one was bad, but at least he could make sense of it. He took a deep breath. “I think I’m going to go now.”

	“Hmmm...yes, this must all be very strange for you. But I’m afraid I can’t let you wander back into your life wondering about what you saw here today. It could alter too much with the ga—ahem—I mean, world design. And hurt my chances at Head of Materials.”

	Grey didn’t need to consciously start backstepping toward the glitching portal. His subconscious was doing a fine job of that all on its own. Before Grey could make it, however, Phosphor hurled the fragment of white stone at him. Instinctively, Grey caught it with his free hand.

	“A trinket for your troubles. Sorry about this!”

	“Sorry about what?”

	The rock flashed. The room changed. Only a small amount, but enough to normalize it, according to Grey’s perspective. Phosphor disappeared. The strange door disappeared. There was also a pungent repugnance invading his senses, making him feel lightheaded. His brain wasn’t in a fog so much as it was a small creature sinking in a mud pit. He frantically spun and saw the same entrance that’d originally taken him into the desert.

	Desert? He chuckled. When did I go to a desert? That’s insane. He looked down for a sign, and saw the stone in his hand, blaring white. Didn’t someone give this? His eyes found the walls. Oh, right. I remember. I mined this for crafting materials.

	 Didn’t I? 

	Something seemed off. Although he could see himself clearly in this very room, he could swear there’d been someone else in here with him. Had it been Damsel? Crow? No. They hadn’t wanted to do the Instance. 

	Grey focused all his thoughts, but they seemed to be at war with one another; two memories battling for a hold on reality. He could not figure out why it was so important, but something about the thoughts felt crucial, and he was determined not to let another question remain. There were already too many. 

	“I can figure this out.” 

	He looked to a shape in the corner of the room. Was it a person? He thought so. But something told him that was totally unreasonable. Not just told him. It scolded him. 

	“Maybe it wasn’t?” 

	He recalled the practice his mother would use whenever she’d lose something. Retrace steps. He approached the door and turned around, looking at everything for a moment, before closing his eyes and attempting to replay it. 

	Electric surges thrummed from inside his skull. Rapid staccato waves, sweeping over his consciousness. And when he opened his eyes, everything became utterly clear. The entirety of his memory—the real memory—played out. 

	Grey recalled entering, how it all felt, how everything had actually occurred and each of his thoughts; like the most in depth recap of all time. 

	He had walked in expecting some sort of loot or horde to fight. There’d been no such things, though. Most heroes would have been quite disappointed by such a find, but not Grey; he remembered being filled with joy by the surplus of strange rocks—the very same one he held in his hand, and it took little effort to remember why he’d been so excited: One of his favorite classes back in the academy had been Geo-Metamorphism, after all. He’d always loved it; something about the way the geological and chemical compounds of Bitworld interacted with its inhabitants was fascinating, and on several occasions, when he’d been deep in trying to figure out the rocks’ properties, he felt somehow connected to SourceCode.

	He glanced at his hand and Inspected the stone.

	 

	
		
				White Phosphorus (WP):
White Phosphorus is incendiary by nature. Upon contact with air it becomes highly flammable and pyrophoric (self-igniting). WP will ignite if exposed to room temperature air.
 
WP is stable when stored in an Inventory, due to Inventory’s natural non-atomic structure. When removed, not so much.

				Quantity: 1
Chemical Structure: Volatile
Rarity: Epic
Quality: Superb
 

		

	

	 

	“Oh,” he stammered. “Yikes.” 

	Shuddering at the item’s properties, he quickly stashed it in his Inventory. 

	I’m lucky it didn’t blow up on me. I’ll have to be careful with this thing.

	Certain of the validity of his memories, Grey exited the Instance.25
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	Grey returned to his quest, marking locations as he went. 

	Upon reaching the room where the Cursed Chest resided, he stopped and checked out the still open chest. Hasn’t been reset yet either, he thought to himself. 

	He spent a few minutes weighing the pros and cons of activating it again once it was available. The proverbial pan that he’d stockpiled the cons onto didn’t just dip further than the one where he’d stashed the pros, it broke the scales. 

	Unlike the Instance, where there’d been (in his mind) limitless potential and mystery, he already had an idea of what to expect from trying his luck with the Cursed Chest. Loot that he probably couldn’t use. And an obscene number of bats, all focused solely on him. 

	“Nope.”

	It was one thing to face fears and seek greatness when the outcome could likely end in death, but just as likely end in rewards. It was an entirely different thing to seek greatness in ventures that would almost surely end in death and offered little or no rewards. He’d learned that lesson from reading Adventures of Bron and Screech. As much as Grey idolized Bron, he was not blind to the fact that Bron had a proclivity (although addiction might be more accurate) for diving biceps first into danger. Especially if a female was involved.26

	

	Grey arrived next at the puzzle floor, and found it just as he had left it. The tile clusters still emitted the portal-signifying lights that they had before. Stopping before the first of them, he subconsciously chewed on the drawstring of his hoodie and considered his options. He knew that triggering each portal again by utilizing the matching geometric shapes on the rock protrusions was the best bet, but he doubted his own accuracy. Damsel had arrows, but his only ranged attack was Boomerang. Its accuracy wasn’t bad, but his concern was that the Skill relied on Spirit Points, and the Shield of the Misnomer didn’t have enough for this task even if he hit his target every time. For that reason, he decided he would go with the other option—carefully navigate across the blue tiles, and avoid the mauve tiles. 

	He peered at the hole in the floor where Crow had fallen through and recalled the Level 15 Stonewolf that’d so handedly massacred Crow. Yeah. Definitely avoid the mauve ones.  

	There didn’t seem like he could do much to prepare for the puzzle now, though. So, as much as it pained him, he accepted that he’d have to solve it on the way back, and began the portal run. It was no less irritating this time around. Each time he appeared on a cluster, he groaned. A thought looped through his mind throughout the process. I never want to deal with portal puzzles again after this.27 

	Eventually, he made it to the other side, hiked up to the scenic overlook, and gazed thoughtfully at the future obstacle. His eyes fell once more upon the hole and his thoughts followed suit. He agreed with Crow—what was a Level 15 beast doing here? It made little sense. Even Vesper was only Level 7. Grey shivered just thinking about her.

	Shaking the musings away, he returned to his side quest. After all, as strange as that outlier was, it still didn’t compare to his experience inside the Instance. Reminded of the fact he was exploring a dungeon with a supremely volatile material hanging out in his Inventory, his stomach turned. Up until he’d received the White Phosphorus he’d never given much thought to the intricacies of his Inventory’s storage system, and the report he’d read on Inventory Logistics hadn’t provided much comfort.

	He opened the item description for the unnerving substance, praying to the gods that its status hadn’t somehow changed. It hadn’t. He sighed with relief. Well, some relief. He stuffed his hands in his hoodie’s front pocket and continued.

	The remainder of Grey’s journey to the level’s checkpoint was uneventful. He passed the catacombs and the slopes, and stopped each time he remembered a spawn point, where he repeated the process of setting torch traps. 

	Whereas the run from the checkpoint to Vesper had taken minimally four hours, his backtracking took no more than forty minutes. Proving that time truly is relative.

	 Once he’d made it all the way back to the beginning, the Misnomer took a few minutes to allow his Stamina to recover. He sat down on the rocky floor to increase the rate of regeneration, and decided he’d need to add more points to Strength later. The increased weight of his Inventory—courtesy of the White Phosphorus—required him to use more Stamina for tasks as simple as walking. Grey considered if that was why some of his plumper professors back home always seemed so exhausted. Their Strength was too low to carry their bellies, much less the massive quantities of donuts, enchantedly endless chicken nuggets, etc. stashed in their Inventory. As such, they rarely had the Stamina to perform activities necessary to increase their Constitution. 

	For some reason, his philosophical wonderings instilled hunger in the young man. He chose some dried meat, and chewed away while further pondering the simple things in life. 

	His Stamina regenerated. He got to his feet, equipped the Shield of the Misnomer and his Enchanted Runic Crude Iron Sword, looked up the sloping path that laid ahead and took a deep breath. “Here we go.” He gulped. “Here I go. Alone. Where I’ll be ridiculously outnumbered. I love you, mom.”        

	Hiking up the winding catacombs, it didn’t take long before he approached the first arrangement of torches that he’d previously set up to (hopefully) entrap his foes, which he knew would spawn a little ways ahead. 

	Please work, please work. He ran forward to trigger their spawn, heard the familiar sounds of bones cracking and rock crumbling in the walls, then sprinted back to the torches. He counted a total of eleven skeletons. They charged without hesitation. He kicked the torches over, the ground ignited, and brilliant fire blazed between him and his foes. The skeletons paused, finally seeing a reason to hesitate. 

	Grey used Disrespectful Shout.

	“Worms!”

	He raised his eyebrows as he watched their reaction, amazed by the stupidity of skeletons. They charged, burned, burned some more, and then continued burning until they crumbled to dust. He wondered whether it would be accurate to describe them as burning alive, since technically they were undead. 

	He bathed in the influx of EXP prompts. 

	 

	You have received 29 EXP.

	You have received 29 EXP.

	You have received 29 EXP.

	You have received 29 EXP.

	You have received 29 EXP.

	You have received 29 EXP.

	You have received 29 EXP.

	You have received 29 EXP.

	You have received 29 EXP.

	You have received 29 EXP.

	You have received 29 EXP.

	 

	Grey felt a wash of excitement. The yields weren’t much on their own, and he knew if it wasn’t for the automatic penalty to EXP received for being a Misnomer, he would have gained more, but it was the first time he’d ever collected all the EXP himself, and that felt good. 

	The fire dwindled, and then went out. Gold glimmered on the rocky slope, untarnished by the smoke and soot. Grey smiled and collected it all. One of the skeletons dropped a helmet of no significance, but his inventory was full, so he left it where it fell. The trek back to the puzzle room consisted of more slopes and catacombs, and his torch traps continued proving their worth.

	The process was simple—run, kick torches over, use Disrespectful Shout, watch them burn, reap rewards, and repeat. One after another, the groupings fell victim to his strategic mind, and he watched as his EXP rose alongside his coin pouch. By the time he climbed the final stretch and reached the scenic overlook, the Misnomer had gained a total of 478 Gold and 1276 EXP. He checked to see how close he was to Level 7, and repressed a sigh. He still had about another 6,000 EXP to go.

	Atop the overlook, Grey peered yet again on the puzzle room. It had finally reset. The faint light flowed in from the opening in the vaulted dome ceiling. He crossed between the gap in the safety walls, descended the trail to the level floor, and approached its edge. There, he found the first of the blue stone tiles and began. He carefully navigated the path, stopping each time to make sure he wouldn’t step on a mauve tile. For the most part, the way was not difficult, but when he reached the middle of the puzzle he hit a dead end. In all directions were gaps of at least four mauve tiles each. He scratched his head and swiveled, wondering if he’d missed something. Maybe he was supposed to jump, or worse, the blue tiles were a misdirect and the only way to get through was the teleportation tile clusters he had utilized in his first play through. He sighed and assessed the length of the jump. 

	“Yeah, I can totally make this.” He loosened his shoulders, shook out his hands, cracked his neck. “No problem. No problem at all.” 

	He took three deep breaths, imagined himself as a star athlete trying to break a record, squatted, and sprung from the tile with his arms swinging forward. Airborne, he realized that positive thinking and imagination can only help so much.

	The floor was no more. He yelped, fell into darkness, and hit hard on the floor of a deep pit. Before him, a dark tunnel led to a ladder, with a thin ray of light illuminating the rungs. Grey pushed himself to his feet, just as he felt something warm and wet on his neck. 

	Of course. 

	He slowly looked over his shoulder to see a beast with fur the color of lead. Yellow eyes, each the size of Grey’s face, stared down at him. Its smooshed dog face was as big as his entire body. He nervously triggered Inspect.

	 

	
		
				Adolescent Stonehound:
Once considered amongst Bitworld’s favorite family pets, Stonehounds have been demonized due to the disgusting acts of men who forced them into unsanctioned underground beast fights.

				Level: 15
Health: 91/315
Disposition: Frightened
 

		

	

	 

	Grey gulped. The Stonehound stared, but did not attack.

	At Level 15, the gigantic dog was stronger than anything he’d faced. He did, however, notice that its Health was below 30% of maximum. He wasn’t sure why, though. Even if Crow had managed to damage it so badly, its Health should have reset with the rest of the level. 

	The Stonehound continued watching him, silent and drooling. Grey hadn’t been trained in beast taming, so he really wasn’t certain whether to maintain eye contact or look away. He sat down in an attempt to appear less threatening.

	Grey read the description once more. 

	Demonized? Once considered a pet? Maybe this big fella is just misunderstood? 

	The Stonehound growled, and then whimpered weakly. Its breath was demonically foul. And that’s when Grey noticed the reason it hadn’t attacked him yet. A piece of shattered tile from above was sticking out of its hind leg, effectively nailing the poor beast to the floor. 

	“Oh no,” Grey said, standing and approaching slowly. 

	The Stonehound growled again, but then slumped. It had lost a lot of blood and was clearly very weak. Grey pulled a Restoration Potion from his inventory and offered it to the Stonehound. It eyed him warily, but after only a few seconds, opened its mouth wide and titled its head back, giant grey tongue flopping out one side. Grey unstoppered the Potion and poured it down the beast’s throat. 

	Its Health began to rise, and the Stonehound even allowed Grey to pat its head. As he did, Grey began talking to it, without knowing whether it would understand him at all. 

	“Looks like you got the worst of the little obstacle course up there, huh?” he said.

	The Stonehound held eye contact, but its expression didn’t change.

	“This is probably going to hurt,” he told it as he moved to the tile pinning it down. “But I’ll give you another Potion afterward, alright?”

	Grey grabbed the jagged edges of the broken tile and pulled. It cut both of his hands deeply and he gained a Bleeding debuff. The tile didn’t budge. He drank a Restoration Potion himself as he worked out the problem in his head.

	“Okay. So, maybe like this.”

	The Stonehound wouldn’t like it, but at least it wouldn’t bleed to death alone in a hole in the ground. Grey equipped his sword and the Stonehound growled, baring its teeth dangerously.

	“No, no, settle down. I’m not going to hit you with it.”

	The Stonehound relaxed slightly, and Grey made his move. He struck the tile, breaking off the wider top. The Stonehound roared in pain.

	“I’m sorry!” Grey said. “That was just part one, though. This part’s going to hurt more.”

	Without waiting for a reply, Grey grabbed the Stonehound’s injured leg and pulled up with all of his might. The tile slid through flesh with a sickening sound, but the leg was free. The Stonehound roared again, getting angrily to its feet and wheeling around on Grey. And then it seemed to realize it was on its feet, and stopped just short of the young man. Grey held another Restoration Potion out in one hand. 

	The Stonehound cocked its head. Its eyes did not soften, but its tail wagged tentatively. 

	Grey poured it down the beast’s throat again, and then retrieved some bat meat from his Inventory. He held the several pounds of gamy protein out to the beast in offering. 

	“Food,” he said, and then quickly clarified. “The bat meat, not me. Please.”

	The Stonehound sniffed, then snatched it from Grey’s hand with its giant mouth. It chewed, though not nearly enough in Grey’s opinion, before swallowing. Then the beast affectionately nudged the boy with its massive head. It moved to the side, revealing a second ladder, further down the narrow pit.

	“Does that lead to the end of the puzzle?” Grey wondered aloud.

	Surprisingly, the Stonehound nodded. 

	Needing no further instruction, Grey walked past the dog, thanking it with a gentle pat on the way. He climbed the ladder and, sure enough, came up on the opposite side of the puzzle. 

	I wonder why I didn’t see that before. 

	The answer presented itself when the hole disappeared behind him. 

	Oh. 

	He approached the Cursed Chest. He looked at it once, and continued right on past it. His opinion about that particular battle remained entirely the same. 

	Nope. 

	Aside from the odd occurrence with the puzzle and, according to Crow, the scariest monster he’d ever seen, the second run of this level was proving to be much easier than the first. Grey’s strategy for trapping foes worked time and time again. 

	The only issue that arose was one that he should have expected. He was tired. Yawning, he noticed his Stamina bar. Not only was it not regenerating as quickly as normal, it also maxed out at 78%. He cursed himself for that, only then remembering how important sleep was. 

	Wait. The energy drink! 

	He pulled the can from his inventory, cracked it open, and sipped down the crisp, refreshing taste of stimulants. His regeneration rate quickened, and he gained a little skip in his step. With the skip also came shaky hands and an increase in fidgetiness, but it was worth it. Oddly, he still felt tired. It was a strange sensation, that combination of exhaustion and strong stimulants. 

	“Nothing to be done about it now. Just gotta keep trekking. Yup. Keep trekking on. I could use a bed though.” He slapped his cheek and continued gibbering to himself. “No bed. Gotta keep going, keep going. All the way. Kill Vesper. Here we go.”

	Not long after, he came upon one of his pre-marked locations at the base of a staircase. Stalagmites were scattered along the uneven steps and torches lined the skeletal walls. The colony of bats snoozed on the ceiling. He took a deep breath, remembering how much teamwork this part had taken. His trap was set at the foes’ spawn points, however, and it provided him with some level of confidence.

	“You can do this,” he tried assuring himself. “You can totally do this. You got your energy, you got your plans, and you got the skills!” He yawned. “Go away sleepiness. You’re not welcome here.”

	He held his shield in front of him, gripped his sword tight, and ascended. At exactly twenty steps, the bat colony awoke with a choir of barking. The skeletons broke out of the walls behind him and in front of him, wielding rusted swords and pronged maces. The fight began. As he switched between Shield Bashing, blocking, dodging, Two-Sword Striking, and swatting at the bat-filled air above him. He cursed himself. 

	How did I forget about the attacks from both sides? 

	Grey wanted to repeat his ‘burn everything’ strategy, but with the skeletons attacking from both sides and the bats swooping down at his head, he couldn’t run back to his trap so many stairs below. Having to straddle the steps proved even more difficult. He kept losing his balance, and with the constant spinning to block and attack he was getting dizzy. He’d all but given up on fighting the bats, since their damage was the most negligible (his familiarity with bite wounds had gone from being a stranger to something like a close acquaintance since leaving home). The only things that kept him from death only a minute into the battle were the increased reflex speed from his energy drink and his newly upgraded clothes, courtesy of Crow’s sewing skills. Even so, a quick look at his status bars told him he’d need to change his strategy. Soon.

	 

	HP: 101/308 

	Stamina: 41/100 

	Khem: 29/68 

	 

	He pressed his back against the wall to cut off at least one point of attack. To his right was the lower ground and to his left, the higher. Shield in hand, Grey smashed the skull of a skeleton in front of him. He stabbed a skeleton on the step above him, then slashed futilely at the bats overhead as a mace struck his lower leg. His Health dropped to 89/308. Crying out, he forced the flat of his shield into the side of the attacker’s head, sending it careening into the opposite wall before rolling down the stairs.

	The triumph of the moment was short-lived. A dozen bats swooped down in unison to add more bites to Grey’s head, hands, and neck. His Health was dropping fast as more attacks came in, he had only 39/308 remaining. He unleashed an overhead Shield Bash. It took out some of the bats, giving him a brief respite from their aerial onslaught, but it drained the last of his Khem. 

	Another two skeletons attacked from the steps above. He blocked their advances with his shield but, when he tried countering with Two-Sword-Strike, his sword felt like someone had strapped an anvil to it. One of the low-Level skeletons easily deflected it and the recoil sent Grey into a slow spin. Off balance, and now facing what looked like seven skeletons below him, Grey had what he thought would either be the smartest or dumbest idea he’d ever concocted. He held the shield protectively in front of him, kicked off the step, and fell into them. 

	The plan hurt like hell. He hadn’t expected a fall down the set of stone steps to be particularly comfortable, but it did have the desired effect. He’d bowled through the skeletons, tumbled down the remaining stairs, and stopped just before he reached his torch traps. He rose to his feet, retrieved two Restoration Potions from his Inventory, and downed them each in a gulp. His Health jumped to 129/308 and his Stamina returned to just over 50%. The sword in his hand felt like it had just fasted for a month, light as a feather. 

	“Please work.” 

	Grey reared his arm back with the lit sconce, and threw a Hail Mary up the staircase. It flipped in slow motion, the same as any last-ditch effort in the history of sports. The skeletons turned their skulls to gawk at it stupidly, even up to the point when it struck one of their comrades in his bony chest. The glass shattered, and the unlucky skeleton erupted in fire.

	“Ha!” Grey exclaimed.

	One after another, he lobbed his torches into the crowd of foes, creating a wall of flames which incinerated his skeletal foes and frightened the bats. He threw a torch hard and high, and then hurled his shield, automatically spending the single Spirit Point to activate Boomerang. The torch shattered. The glass shards caught fire, and Shield of the Misnomer’s spin hurled them in all directions, impaling, razing, blazing, before returning to Grey.

	The Misnomer sprinted toward the fires, shield held before him. He used Two Sword Strike to replenish his Khem as he rushed through the flames. Once he was on the other side, Grey jumped, spun, and finished off the remaining bats with a well-aimed Shield Bash. Hands clasped behind his head, he panted as he watched the rest of his foes die. 

	EXP poured into Grey, who welcomed it like rain to a desert. The skeletons provided 29 EXP each, the bats only gave 12, but they made up for the paltry EXP with sheer quantity. He dismissed the single line prompts informing him of the EXP received for each kill but, a quick glance at his HI let him know he was only a few kills away from Level 7.

	 The fire left nothing but the bones and burnt bat flesh. Grey looted the gold, then searched for any new gear but, par for the course of his storyline, had no luck. Still, the biggest downside was that he had to use up two of his potions—he had been hoping to save them all for the fight with Caverna Vesper.

	He continued on, and although the rest of his encounters gave him little trouble, the exhaustion and energy drink were battling for dominance. His Stamina bar was capped at 75%. He considered taking a nap, but as soon as the idea had crossed his weary mind, a single skeleton crawled out from its place in the wall and provided a healthy reality check. He angrily shredded the skeleton’s bones like a past-due letter.

	Accepting that the only way he’d manage any sleep was to finish the level, Grey pressed on. 

	Finally, Grey returned to the platformer walls. He took a deep breath, knowing that these and the small colony of bats at the top were the only obstacles left before he had to face up with Caverna Vesper once more. This time, alone. He shuddered and, just as when he’d first planned his fight with the Boss, found himself wishing he’d just allowed himself the pleasure of casual adventuring. Level up according to the Gods’ natural progression and character arc system. 

	“No,” he said, clenching his fists. “If I did that, I’d never be strong enough to save my mom. Besides, Bron did solo power Leveling, and he’s the greatest.” 

	The words filled him with a great sense of determined power and he marched, chin held high, to the rope he’d set up on his way down to assist with making it through the obstacle course. 

	Sadly, his sense of power didn’t translate very well into physical attributes like grip strength, back muscles, etc. The first attempt at climbing the rope ended in a fall. His hands burned, and his tailbone ached. Nonetheless, he persisted. Eventually, after realizing he needed to rely on his feet as well, he climbed the first wall. Then the second, and then the third. He did have to rest between each since the exertion drained his Stamina. 

	He was nearly at the top when the colony of bats swarmed on him. By themselves, if he’d been ready, they wouldn’t have been a problem, but given the circumstances, he definitely wasn’t. He slipped down the rope, tearing his calluses on the way down, and collapsed. 

	How can something non-fatal hurt so dang much? 

	The bats followed him down. He gritted his teeth, and despite the fact that he could barely hold his sword without his eyes watering from the pain in his palms, he dealt with them. 

	Struggling through the pain in his palms, Grey employed Two Sword Strike liberally. The colony scattered, reformed as a group above, and then dove again. Grey finished them off all at once with a single Shield Bash when they came into range.

	Grey stopped to catch his breath, glanced up the last of the walls, then gripped his hands firmly around the rope and made the last ascent. He kicked one leg over the ledge, elbowed his way onto the surface, and rolled over onto his back, blowing on his raw hands and shaking them out. It didn’t help. 

	He clumsily rose to his feet and staggered the rest of the way.

	The entrance to the lair presented itself and as he read the words, “Caverna Vesper is hungry!” his mind’s all-too-active memory theater fired up the reel.

	Impale! Phantom pain soldering his shoulder. 

	His hand shot to the wound, physically healed but lingering even still. Restoration Potions have no effect on trauma. 

	Her empty eyes sockets burned. Her jaws opened. Closed. Resonant chomps. Fangs gnashing. 

	Crap. Eyes opened, he shook his head and focused on the floor, a spot where water was slowly dripping. He counted the arrhythmic droplets. “One. Two. Three. Four.”  His chest felt compressed, locked in a clamp, the handle slowly turning, compressing his ribcage. 

	Red Health bar. Flashing.

	His heart skipped. He gasped for air. “Seven. Eight. Nine.” His eyes watered. Strained. Spots in his vision. “Ten. Eleven.”

	During the panic attack, Grey scoured his mind for any words of wisdom that could help. He repeated the phrase that’d provided hope during his planning. A man can be destroyed but not defeated. 

	He remembered the other stimulant he’d borrowed from the Party Storage. The Neurotransmitter Accelerant. He had not forgotten what had occurred when he’d ingested the pill back in the forest, how it had transformed his self-doubt into full blown arrogance, nor had he forgotten how dangerous that overconfidence could be. But he hadn’t been prepared for the effects, the subconscious self-doubt. This time, self-doubt was painfully conscious, crippling, and would only cause him to second guess himself. 

	He took the Neurotransmitter Accelerant. It didn’t help the anxiety immediately, but as he repeated the mantra over the course of the next ten minutes, the stimulant worked its way through his system. His neurons surged, dispelling the self-doubt, replacing the anxiety and exhaustion with fidgety cracked-outness. It wasn’t exactly an upgrade to his mental state, just a side step into a different kind of being less than 100%.

	Finally, he rose to his feet. “It won’t be me who’s destroyed.” He felt like there needed to be some oomph to the statement, and considered adding something like it’s hammer time, or yippee-ki-yay, but reminded himself that he wasn’t that sort of hero. He was a Misnomer.
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	One of the biggest concerns Grey had while preparing for the Boss battle was whether her lair would reset upon loading. That concern did not last long, for when everything loaded, all the traps he’d previously set up appeared unmolested.

	The breastplates and other various sets of armor which he’d fitted to a line of stalagmites that lead from lair’s entrance to carcass hill were still in place. Nine glass-encased torches which he’d tied together at their handles—to forge a makeshift necklace of pipe bombs—hung from a sconce directly to his right, beside the lair’s entrance. There were also the prison cell doors that surrounded three-quarters the lair; the glass encased torches he’d fastened to each door remained. Lastly, the braziers which he’d arranged in a tight circle around the carcass mound hadn’t disappeared either. 

	He readied his weapons and took a deep breath.

	Vesper appeared just as she had the first time, and she was no less ugly; a giant bat easily five times bigger than Grey, hanging upside down from a stalactite above carcass hill. The young hero tightened his grip on his sword, and his father’s words echoed in his mind. “Son, a plan of action is nice and all, but it’s as useless as a dollar in a fiat currency system if you forget the action." Even though Grey still didn’t know what a fiat currency system was, he listened to the part he did understand, and wasted no time. Out of habit, Grey checked her HP bar

	 

	Caverna Vesper—HP: 325/325

	
		
				 

				 

				 

		

	

	

	As soon as Vesper dropped to her perch atop carcass hill, she barked her sonar waves—as expected. Grey Boomeranged the Shield of the Misnomer down the left line of stalagmites where he’d previously attached the armor. He ran down the right side. The sound, like a pinball machine, masked his footsteps, and caused Vesper to bark her sonar waves away from him. She’d been so distracted by the shield’s erratic movements and clanging armor that Grey had no trouble climbing carcass hill and attacking her. 

	In quick succession he used Two Sword Strike on her legs, then her stomach. As she swept a wing inward to swat him away, Shield of the Misnomer spun into his hands. When her wing was only six inches away—and closing—he unleashed a Shield Bash. Although the knockback caused him to tumble off the carcass hill, he used it to his advantage. He leaned and Shield Bashed her other wing. Both wings now sprawled outward, leaving her throat exposed. Vesper barked another sonar wave, but it mattered little, for Grey had already used another of the Shield’s Spirit Points to release a Boomerang again. The shield spun and connected perfectly with her throat at the same time her sonar wave drove Grey into a stalagmite. He grimaced, pushing himself up with one elbow, and reached out as his shield faithfully returned.

	Seconds later, the Boss exploded into phase two, the substitute colony of 300+ bats, which quickly gathered themselves into their batnado. 

	Grey got to his feet and took off toward his pre-set weapon, the necklace of glass encased torches. He picked it up at the section of vine which was unencumbered by the makeshift pipe bombs, and watched with narrowed eyes as the hurricane of bats sped toward him. Flying horizontal, their formation moved more like a serpent than anything else. When it was ten feet ahead, it curved upward like a snake about to strike. 

	Grey’s hands shook, and his palms felt sweaty. But, as worried as he’d been about this part of the battle, he soon realized he hadn’t needed to stress. 

	With the mouth of the hurricane leading the charge, the bats shot at him from above. In that second, time seemed slow and Grey peered into the madness; the hurricane’s leech-like mouth was a stark juxtaposition to the tranquility of its eye, and he felt a vehement hatred for that guise. 

	“Burn in a glitch,” he cursed, lobbing his necklace into the hurricane’s opening like a carnival ring toss. He quickly followed it up with a Shield Bash. 

	The recoil knocked Grey out of harm’s way, and shattered the glass of each torch. A ring of fire and shrapnel erupted outward across the mouth of the hurricane, and the bats consumed the makeshift bomb, giving new meaning to biting off more than one can chew. Flames incinerated the spinning hurricane, section by section. Nearly every bat was either burned to ash and bones, severed, or impaled. 

	If I survive this, my Intelligence increases will be epic! Grey thought to himself.

	The remains of the substitutes regrouped to form Caverna Vesper’s final form. When she was back to her normal, ugly self—a patchwork of bones and gnarled fur—the young hero glanced again at her HP bar.

	 

	Caverna Vesper: 108/325

	
		
				 

				 

				 

		

	

	 

	He wished that the block between stages didn’t make it so impossible to take a Boss past the pre-programmed tier of Health. Nonetheless, he readied himself for her next move by getting into position by the lair’s entrance, where he had the best hope of Boomerang completing a full circle.

	Vesper circled like a vulture, scraping the walls above the prison cells, and casting her necromancy spells. The debris cascaded the same as before, the fog followed, and then came the first sounds of animating skeletons. The cell doors creaked open.

	“That’s my cue,” Grey muttered to himself.

	He hurled Shield of the Misnomer as hard as he could, frisbee style to his right. One by one, the shield struck the sconces, shooting shrapnel into the prison cells and raining fire down on the exits. Skeletons howled, burning to ash, and EXP cascaded in Grey’s peripheral. Shield of the Misnomer returned from its journey a few seconds after Vesper landed on carcass hill to raise her hideous aberrations from their slumber. 

	Grey sprinted forward, and when he was within a few feet, used Boomerang once more, this time on the braziers which surrounded the assembling aberrations. And, just like the skeletons and bats before them, the hideous malformations were consumed in a ring of fire. Grey’s shield returned. 

	Again, the EXP poured in, but since he didn’t see any signs that he’d Leveled up, he paid the gains little mind.

	Vesper had already flown off the wildfire, and hovered to Grey’s right; the same bone shards as before growing from the tips of her wings.

	“Crap.”

	If the Boss hadn’t known where he was prior to that, her incredible hearing ensured that she did now. She unleashed her volley of projectiles in three waves. Grey sprinted, holding his shield in front of him and dashing behind any stalagmite he could find. Her volley followed his movements. Shards continuously severed the tops of some stalagmites, pierced into others, and the center of the lair became thick with dust and debris. 

	Finally, the attack ended, but it really wasn’t much help. Aggressive as any nearly-dead Boss, she swept toward Grey. He tried evading the close-range attack, but didn’t quite make it. She tossed him into the air. His Health dropped as he flailed, but not nearly as much as he would have thought. Thanks to his new passive, and the Stat points recently allocated into Constitution, he was still at 271/308 Health. When he started his descent, he saw her open jaws, and instinctively Shield Bashed her in the face. It cracked one side of her skull, taking her down to 39/325, but even so, she swatted him with a wing before he could do any more damage. Grey smashed against the lair’s entrance and again. Every one of his status bars dropped with the impact.

	He shook off the daze from her intense blow, noticing that the Boss’s cooldown for the Rain of Bones had nearly ended. The projectiles were growing from her wings once more. He faltered to his feet as Vesper’s volley of bone shards swept out across the lair in their sequence. Grey somersaulted, dodging the first wave as he heard them pierce into the floor around him, and spun as the second wave followed. Making himself as small as possible, he crouched and held Shield of the Misnomer in front of him. Only one bone shard struck against the shield, but even so, the force of the impact was so great that a violent vibration travelled across it like a boulder falling on a springboard. And Grey was the springboard.

	The recoil shot through Grey’s wrist, then up his forearm. He winced in pain, and he lost his hold just as the third wave rained down on him. In a futile attempt to save himself, he swung a Two Sword Strike at the projectiles. The attack shattered one of the shards into dust, and the phantom sword slashed another into pieces, but as his sword-arm continued its movement, the third shard struck his tricep, and he lost his grip on his sword. It flipped haphazardly out of his hand and skidded a considerable distance away as he crashed onto his back.

	On a positive note, Crow’s sewing mastery had proved extremely beneficial. While the shard had caused damage and a whole heap of pain, it hadn’t torn through Grey’s sweatshirt. On a far less than positive note, Vesper was headed his way with a full head of steam. 

	Thinking quick, he side armed his shield at her, leaving Shield of the Misnomer with only 1 Spirit Point, and rolled to the side. He pushed himself to his feet and took off toward his sword. 

	Vesper blocked the Boomerang, as expected, so by the time he picked up his sword, the shield was already spinning toward him. The Boss, however, did not have the agility to course correct and block at the same time, giving Grey enough time to catch his shield and do the smartest thing he could think of at the moment—run for his freaking life. Sword held limply in his now weak right arm and shield in his left, he dashed toward the outer edges of the lair, and glanced over his shoulder. 

	Caverna Vesper was stalled in mid-air with her wings outstretched again, the bones slowly growing as she prepared to unleash another volley. As Grey reached the wall and turned to follow its curve, he noticed that it wasn’t her eye sockets that followed his course, but rather, her ears. 

	Although the fires had all mostly dwindled in accordance with their pre-programmed duration, several of the ruined skeleton’s bones remained, littering the edges of the lair like a ritualistic circle of sacrifice. 

	Vesper’s bone shards were nearly formed. Grey unequipped his sword, grabbed a nearby femur, and hurled it as hard as he could. Without waiting, he grabbed a skull, and hurled that in the exact same direction. The two landed one after another not too far from him, but far enough. Her body turned toward the new sounds and she released her attack.

	Grey knew he hadn’t bought himself much time. He just hoped the siege would be loud enough to mask the sound of his own movement. He tip-toed into the closest prison cell. The bars had been corrupted from the flames, so they wouldn’t provide much cover if she shot her shards inside—at which point he knew he’d just die as the idiot who decided to stand at the end of a shooting gallery—but the cell itself was small enough that she wouldn’t be able to fit inside, and long enough that she couldn’t reach him. If nothing else, he figured it would buy him a minute to think.

	By the time the cacophony of her attack had quieted, Grey reached the back of the cell where he stood silently in its corner. He could hear her circling the lair. Every ten or so seconds he’d hear the whistling of her wings grow a little louder, followed by her shadow eclipsing the entrance to the cell. He had never been so aware of the sound of his heartbeat and breathing in his entire life. Although he didn’t know the extent of her hearing, he really didn’t want to find out, so while he ran through potential plans he made sure only to breathe when her movements sounded farthest away, and even then, he held his breath as much as possible. 

	His mind was working at hyperspeed. He considered each weakness, each nuance he’d witnessed during his first fight with her. She was sightless, that much was clear. She always did a melee attack directly after her bone shard attack, which came in three fanned waves. And she had about a 60 second cooldown afterward. If it hadn’t been for the fact that he really didn’t want to end up as target practice, he would’ve laughed. Before, he’d wondered how someone as OP as Vesper could have been such a low-Level Boss, but now it made sense. She was as predictable. 

	Sadly, when her shadow eclipsed the cell’s entrance again he still didn’t feel any more confident. Predictable or not, he still didn’t see how he could possibly get to her. Even if he made enough of a ruckus throwing bones around to catch her off guard, he’d still have to get close to attack. The only reason that’d worked in the first stage of the battle was that she’d perched to use her sonar attacks, giving him the time he needed to get in range.

	A wave of bone shards struck the ground in front of his cell, disrupting his thoughts. He held up his shield expecting her ugly face to appear at the entrance but then heard the projectiles hitting a wall somewhere to the left of the prison cell, then another on the opposite side of the lair. 

	Yeah, he thought, upon hearing the Boss’s increasingly desperate attacks. She’s definitely not going to be landing any time soon. 

	While her enraged state was nice in terms of her inability to deduce where he’d hidden, it really didn’t help his plans. He would definitely have to get close to her to finish this fight, and even if he timed it exactly right—when she was growing her shards—Grey just couldn’t see a way to pull it off. He couldn’t parkour off a wall like Crow probably could, nor was he as fast as the Rogue. Not to mention, even Crow had been totally wrecked by Vesper when he’d tried something similar. And the only time she did get close enough was during her sweep, but he already knew from personal experience that even if she used Shield Bash on her when she did that, he’d just end up pinned to a wall. His hand immediately shot to his shoulder, even thinking about it, and he gulped, trying to shake away the image. 

	Cannot be defeated, he mouthed, only destroyed. Cannot be defeated. Only destroyed.

	It didn’t help, at first. He felt crippled by the fear all over again, and it took every ounce of willpower just to focus on breathing properly. But, in between flashes of impalement and Vesper’s unlatched jaws about to close in on him, he also saw Damsel, with her expression of pure love and anguish. And the light of Empathic Overload. Whether his mind kept taking him there out of a search for comfort or for some other reason he didn’t know, but, as Vesper’s shadow passed in front of the cell’s entrance once more, an idea finally slapped him across the dome.

	It was one of his lessons from Gemology, one of the other attributes of Phosphorous that hadn’t been in the item’s description. They’d actually done an experiment with the rock in class once, and one of the more slow-witted Trolls had decided it would be a good idea to smash his Phosphorous stone into the wall. The reaction had been cataclysmic for everyone in the class. 

	Blinding light. The wall practically burned to a cinder on impact. And the only reason that idiot hadn’t been stuck with a charred arm was because Professor Deavios had been quick enough to cast a well aimed knockback spell on him. Even so, the kid’s hand had to be healed.

	Maybe I don’t have Empathic Overload, but maybe I have something just as dangerous. He scrunched his face and scratched his head. Potentially to myself, yes. But at least to Vesper as well. 

	Grey quietly, and more than a little reluctantly, inserted the Phosphorus Stone into Shield of the Misnomer’s rune slot. The reaction wasn’t profound, but it wasn’t negligible either. Not only did the stone let off a glow that shifted between yellow and white—it also didn’t rest quite like Grey felt certain most runestones did. Perhaps because it was a rock, and not a rune. 

	He just hoped his idea would work. 

	Since Shield Bash was essentially a force impacting against the particles of air to create knockback damage, he figured that if he used the attack on Vesper right as she swooped down for a melee attack, he could cause a reaction at least somewhat similar to what he’d seen in class that day. 

	The only problems were that, well, there were several problems. Even if his plan did work, there was the possibility he’d incinerate himself. And if it didn’t work, well, impalement. Again. Grey didn’t know what scared him more. But at the same time, he didn’t really see much of an option. He really, really liked the idea of blowing Caverna Vesper back to whatever hell she came from, though. 

	He checked his status bars once more.

	 

	HP: 201/308 

	Stamina: 37/100 

	Khem: 61/68 

	 

	There was one Lesser Restoration Potion and one Restoration Potion left in his Inventory. Considering his condition, the Lesser Potion would have to do for now. He’d save the better Potion for when he really needed it. Grey tipped the full bottle into his mouth. His face soured, and he stuck out his tongue and shook his head. It’d be nice if the lower quality ones could at least taste better than Dimetapp. 

	With everything as sorted out as it was going to get, he focused his intent on Shield of the Misnomer. 

	Please work, please work, please work. 

	Vesper’s shadow eclipsed the cell’s entrance once more. He waited until she was on the opposite side of the lair, then sprinted out, picking up a bone as he entered the battlegrounds.

	She’d heard him and had already spun in response with her wings outstretched. Seconds before she released her waves of bone shards, Grey skipped the bone across the floor like a rock on a pond. He grabbed another bone and got into a runner’s stance. Vesper followed the sound, and just as the bone stopped against a stalagmite, she swept her wings forward, and unleashed the three waves in rapid succession. But Grey was already on the move.

	The sequence of events which followed occurred over the course of fifteen seconds.

	Vesper heard his footsteps and adjusted trajectory to intercept. He hurled the bone against the ground in front of him, skidded to a stop and equipped his sword. Vesper curled her wings forward so that her dagger-like fingers created a V-shape and stabbed the air where Grey would’ve been had he not halted. Her momentum carried her, bladed fingers scraping the floor and shooting up a wake of sparks. When she was only two feet away from Grey, he jumped. It wasn’t an impressive jump, but it was enough. Vesper’s blades scraped under his feet, and her skull tilted up at the sound of his movement. Mid-air and surrounded by sparks, Grey focused all his intent on impact, ignition, and explosion. 

	If asked about it afterwards, he couldn’t have said where the words came from, but they felt right. It was probably just part of his storyline. As he fell, he thrust his shield arm forward and yelled, “Catalytic Flame!” 

	The phosphorus stone crashed against the trail of sparks, and a brilliantly blinding light flared from his shield. The sparks immediately in front of the attack exploded, detonating a chain reaction of thousands of small discharges which spread outward in a wall of fireworks, compounding the attack damage with each micro-explosion.

	Vesper flew head-first into the blast, and started seizing uncontrollably.

	The attack’s overwhelming force blasted Grey backward. The Shield of the Misnomer flashed, shooting veins of white up his arms. They were so bright they could be seen through the sleeves of his hoodie. He flew with so much momentum that when he crashed into a row of stalagmites, they shattered. 

	The wall finally stopped him. He hit, and fell in some bones along the floor, sending a wave of dust into the air. His mouth fell open as he tried blinking away the spots in his vision.

	Don’t black out. 

	He glanced at his status bars.

	 

	HP: 63/308 

	Stamina: 29/100 

	Khem: 62/68 

	 

	You have taught Shield of the Misnomer a new Action!🛈

	 

	Struggling for consciousness, his mind processed only the prompt’s keywords, like a search browser highlighting adwords—Shield, Action. Since there hadn’t been the congratulatory sound signifying he’d slain Vesper, he knew it still wasn’t over. He drank the Restoration Potion in one gulp. 

	As the pain slowly subsided and his Health refilled, he staggered to his feet. He coughed a few more times and narrowed his eyes, as though it would somehow help him see through the lights dotting his vision. It didn’t, but he could see well enough. Caverna Vesper was clinging to life with only 3 Health remaining.      

	Whatever pain lingered, and whatever implications the absurd recoil of his reckless attack had, Grey didn’t care anymore. He took off toward Vesper in a gimpy run. Only a few small flames remained from the explosion. Vesper rose from the floor, using the bony fingers of her skeletal wings like spider legs to balance. Her bones were black and charred, but even so, as Grey closed in, he could see her growing more bone shards. 

	Oh, no you don’t!

	He charged and, praying he didn’t somehow accidentally ignite the lair again, jumped up and Shield Bashed her ribcage. The bones caved in easily. Together, the hero and the Boss toppled. She landed on her back, and her spine broke with a sickening snap. Grey ran a few steps through her crumbling ribcage and Shield Bashed her skull once, and then again, and again. She’d died from the first one, but the young Misnomer continued the brutal attack until his Khem hit empty. 
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	Her corpse erupted with loot and gold, all of which flowed toward him due to the pickup radius, and at the same time, an effervescent light effused from his body, signifying he’d Leveled up. An epic poem of prompts appeared in his pixelvision.

	 

	Congratulations! You have defeated Caverna Vesper! 

	And humiliated her. You do realize she was already dead, right? Maybe you should talk to someone about your feelings.

	You have received 2,250 EXP.

	 

	Congratulations! You have reached Level 7.

	With each Level increase, your stats will be improved based on the actions you took to achieve the Level increase.

	 

	You have received 4 Stat Points to allocate at your discretion. 

	Allocate them within the next 24 hours or they will be allocated for you at random.

	 

	You have received 1 Skill Point! 

	

	In the early days of Bitworld’s Cinematic Illusion Industry, an Illusion titled Bron had been conjured. It had done quite well at the Box Office, in part due to its brilliant training montage. Grey, in particular, thought Bron was the greatest work that had ever been conjured. As such, the young hero decided that before addressing any of the prompts, he needed to pay homage to his idol. 

	With great vigor, Grey ran up the hill of burnt carcasses, turned to Vesper’s dead corpse, and thrust two celebratory fists in the air. 

	Then he lost his footing, tumbled, and landed at the edge of the hill on his tailbone with his legs sprawled out. Shaking ash from his hair, he coughed up some decay and figured it was time to stop celebrating and start reaping his rewards. 

	He worked his way from bottom to top. He went over to the litter of items, checking them one by one to see whether anything would be worth dropping what he had so far to make space. At the bottom, the drops were either junk or impossible for him to use. 

	After a second, however, his eyes landed on a long, narrow sword which exuded a faint black aura. He knelt beside the weapon and examined it with the eyes of a child discovering a rare first-edition holocard in their new pack. The wrist-shaped hilt was a velvety dark brown that curved inward as it connected to the cross guard, where four short claws stretched out from the center. The blade itself was composed of two bones; the longer and thicker of them was just over two feet in length, and the other was a thin claw, serrated on the back of the weapon. Although the blade looked like it’d be smooth, when Grey touched his finger to the rounded surface, his finger started to bleed. That only intrigued him more. He instantly dropped his sword and equipped the new weapon. The following Insepction did not disappoint.

	 

	
		
				Hand of Vesper
This is not literally Vesper’s hand.
 
 
 

				Level Requirement: 7
Damage: 27-31
Durability: 45/45
Rarity: Epic
Quality: Superb
Properties:
❖      +5 Dexterity
❖      +5 Strength
❖      +5 Constitution
❖      +5 Intelligence

		

	

	 

	After swinging it a few times, Grey smiled and moved on to the rest of the prompts, starting with Shield of the Misnomer. He glanced at it, noting the appearance had changed yet again. 

	The silver veins woven through the circular shield had all but consumed any remaining wood, and it was now mostly metal. Not only that, the glowing Phosphorus Stone’s circular slot in the middle of the shield had expanded and reshaped for the stone to fit the rune slot seamlessly, and now there was a square around the circle which glowed an effervescent white, as though burning.

	Grey ran his fingers along the shape. “Squaring the circle,” he said, as though remembering something from long ago. He tried to think of where he’d heard it, but couldn’t recall. It probably wasn’t that important anyway. He triggered Inspect on his Legendary item.

	 

	
		
				Shield of the Misnomer
Forged by Binary Blessings of Zero, Shield of the Misnomer Levels with the hero it binds to. As you grow, so too does this magical item.
 
 
Actions:
❖      Boomerang
❖      Catalytic Flame
 
 
 
Cannot be sold or traded - Bound to Source

				Level: 7
Defense: +72
Durability: 52/75
(Shield of the Misnomer will repair itself slowly over time)
Spirit Points: 1/7
Rarity: Legendary
Quality: Superb
Properties:
❖      +31% chance to block
❖      +17% chance to counter
❖      +18% resistance to elemental damage
❖      +3 Strength
❖      +3 Constitution

		

		
				Runes: Phosphorus Stone

		

	

	 

	
		
				Catalytic Flame:
An extension of Shield Bash, Catalytic Flame can only be used while a Phosphorus Stone is embedded in the Shield of the Misnomer. Through your connection with the shield, you are able to transmute your environment. Focus your will into the volatile gem and watch as your foes fall victim to your explosive attack.

				Action - Shield of the Misnomer
Cost: 5 Spirit Points; 25 Khem;
Effects: deals 11 - ??? (Fire) damage to all beings within ??? feet of the caster. Caster takes 25% of damage dealt as recoil. Causes blindness for ??? seconds to all beings within ??? feet of the caster.
 
***Note: Damage, range, and blindness duration effects vary based on environment.

		

	

	 

	For a moment he thought about the risk and reward of the new Action; while it was definitely a powerful attack, he felt it should’ve been called “suicidal flame” instead. 

	Holy One and Zero... 

	The ridiculous amount of Spirit Points and the 25% damage to himself for each time he used it was no joke, even if it was his most powerful attack. And, of course, the Action’s description didn’t say anything about how much the recoil—Grey thought self mutilation would be more accurate—hurt. 

	Despite how expensive the Action was, Grey understood. It was a powerful move, and although he’d never considered himself a spammer, it’d be difficult to resist spamming the hell out of enemies if there hadn’t been such a great cost.

	He looked over the Action’s description once more, just to make sure he hadn’t overlooked anything, and something else caught his eye. “Phosphorus Stone dependent” as well as the odd variants depending on environment. 

	Interesting…

	He would have spent more time on that little mystery, but felt his own Skill Tree calling to him. 

	 

	
		
				Counter:
Counter an attack, dealing damage to your enemy and leaving them stunned.
 
 
 
 
Cost to Unlock: 1 Skill Point

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Cost: 10 Khem, 10 Stamina
Effect: you take no damage for a successfully countered attack. Instead, your opponent takes 15% of the countered attack’s damage and is stunned for 3 seconds. 
 

		

	

	 

	
		
				Ally Aid:
Your allies are in danger! Abandon your self-limiting beliefs to reconstruct your atomic structure into that of your true self, temporarily.
 
Cost to Unlock: 1 Skill Point

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Cost: 100% of available Khem
Effect: All Stats increased by 30% for 15 seconds.
Cooldown: 3 minutes

		

	

	 

	The very second Grey read the description for Ally Aid, he completely dismissed Counter - though he had a Skill Point left over from Level 6, so he could potentially unlock both of the Level 7 Skills. He shook his head in disbelief, then read Ally Aid again. Had he owned a pair of spectacles, he would’ve put them on for good measure, but since he didn’t, he put his finger up to the window which hovered before him, making sure his sleepless mind wasn’t uploading mirages into his HI.

	Thirty percent increase to all stats? Hell yes!

	The only real drawbacks to the Skill were the 15-second Duration and the relatively long cooldown. But even those didn’t really bother him. Grey had been in enough battles by now to know that 15 seconds could change a whole fight for better or worse, and although the cooldown did suck, he figured that he’d gotten by just fine before having Ally Aid, so he could live for a few without it too. In fact, as he thought about it, it was almost a good thing. He knew he’d totally wind up becoming reliant on it otherwise. 

	After going it over again, mostly just because seeing it made the entire ill advised, nearly fatal solo run worth it, he decided to purchase Ally Aid. He gave a brief pause when looking at the Cost, and smiled. If he’d gone the way of Deavios with spending Skill Points he wouldn’t have had the necessary funds. Maybe his mother had been right about saving after all. 

	Finally, he opened up his Stat Window to check out the improvements for reaching a new Level.

	 

	
		
				Overview

				Stats

				Skills

				Inventory

				Quests

				Social

				Settings

		

	

	 

	
		
				Strength (32): You have received +2 Strength for battling against a stronger opponent, even though you cheated.
Intelligence (31): You have received +6 Intelligence for demonstrating strategic planning. Cheaters sometimes prosper.
Dexterity (19): When it came to the obstacles, you tried your best and failed. Then you tried your best again! And that is all anyone can ask for. +1 Dexterity!
Constitution (29): You have received +1 Constitution for foolishly testing the boundaries of sleep.  
Charisma (15): You have received +3 Charisma for the outstanding courage it required to face Caverna Vesper after what she did to you the first time around. Courage is an attractive feature, and other people love it! Nice work, good lookin’!
 

		
				You have 4 Available Stat Points
Allocate your Stat Points in the next 24 hours or they will be allocated for you

		

	
1 unused Skill Point

		

	

	After checking the stat points he’d gained over the course of reaching Level 7, he allocated his four points. He was most excited about the serious boost in Intelligence he’d received, but he couldn’t complain about the other Stat increases. Except Dexterity. He could probably complain about that, if he’d wanted. So far, Grey had been allocating his points toward survival. Eventually, he’d need to improve the Stat that, realistically, was most responsible for his damage output, Strength. He decided that ‘eventually’, was right now. It briefly occurred to him that perhaps he should wait until he’d had a good night sleep to make any decisions, but he allocated the points to Strength anyway. 

	With the hard part out of the way, and the rewards thoroughly reaped, Grey once again left Caverna Vesper’s lair. He was relieved to find Damsel and Crow sleeping, and even more relieved when his sudden appearance did not seem to wake them. He was exhausted and drool spilled down his chin as he relished the thought of sleep. Fully clothed, Grey didn’t even take his shoes off before hitting the sack like a grand slam.
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	The young hero stood atop a small hill. He glanced out over the expansive prairie below. The grass and shrubbery were a slate grey, and in the distance was a great tree the color of bone marrow; there were only a few leaves on its branches and all of them were dyed in ashen crimson. The sky was an oceanic oil-spill, and pockets of lightning pulsed between the froth of clouds. 

	Grey remembered the place, albeit much differently. He had been here with his father once, on one of their many adventures. Back then the plains had been gold, the tree had grown apples, and soft blues spanned the sky.  

	The landscape glitched—every detail pixelated and kaleidoscopic—and a cyclone of pain twisted Grey’s insides. He collapsed to his knees and grabbed his stomach. Instinctively, he looked down and noticed his body was a composition of countless Rubik’s Cubes, each panel pivoting too fast for his eyes to track. A hundred lifetimes came and went in an endless loop of images. The oil-spill sky, the lightning cracking the clouds, the ruined beauty of the plains below. When the glitch stopped, Grey barely even noticed. He continued through the loop without any indication of change, until the terrible scene finally moved forward.

	A series of translucent yellow arrows pointed at the bone marrow tree. Whether compelled to do so or controlled, he followed, descending the hill and wandering through the tall blades of grass which bowed to him. They transformed into claws that snatched at his legs. Grey felt the countless talons puncture his skin and screamed as they stabbed the tops of his feet, his ankles, and his calves. 

	Then they pulled.

	When he’d gone fishing in the past, he’d never known the pain a fishhook might inflict, but he did now. Again, he screamed. Again, his voice scrambled.

	The ground churned. Inch by inch he sunk, reaching for the great tree—now only a minute’s walk away.

	Crow appeared in front of Grey, talking to a hunched-over woman who looked to be half goblin, half human. Her voice was the same as the Illusionist Grey had heard in the city before Misty Mountain. Grey called to them for help, but when they turned, their faces lacked any features. They were just smooth and white, like patches of iced snow on a sunny afternoon. 

	Crow laughed, and it was that action which gave it away. Crow wasn’t much of a laugher. 

	Grey was no stranger to vivid dreams, and although he’d never really gotten the hang of controlling the astral sequences, he had influenced enough nightmares to know it was possible. He darted his eyes across the corrupted ground, and blinked away one claw after another. 

	Just as he started seeing some success, he heard the tree cracking, and looked up to see its shaft twisting. Its branches conjoined, a split traveled up from its trunk, and the leaves formed the shape of a bearded face. A pointy white hat fell from the sky and nestled on the top branches. The tree bent over, and its face neared. The point of the white hat poked Grey’s eye. 

	 Grey’s had one thought on waking up.

	 I really hate wizards. 

	 

	Grey laid on his side with his head resting in his arm. He could hear the timid cracklings of a weak fire and Damsel humming. The strong aroma of coffee filled the air and tickled his nostrils. Whether the liquid was useful or not, he doubted he’d ever grow fond of it—energy drinks were so much tastier. He pushed himself up into a seated position, feeling well rested and ready to take on anything the day might throw his way. He asked for a cup, nonetheless. 

	Crow sat on an overturned stone across the fire, polishing Vesper’s Fang. He looked up briefly, then returned to his task. 

	Damsel, who’d been in the process of dipping her cup into the large pot for perhaps the third or fourth time, glanced at her best friend, then with a reluctant sigh, handed Grey her refilled mug. He took it from her jittery hands.

	“It’s the last bit we have left for this morning,” she said. “Umm, sorry.”

	“I told her to stop after two,” Crow said, still inspecting his blades. 

	“One will be enough for me,” Grey said, mid yawn. “I slept great last night.” 

	He drank the coffee, blowing on the surface before each timid sip, while Crow yammered on about plans for the day ahead. It went on for a while and much of it was informational, but Grey couldn’t really follow. Every time he tried to focus on the Rogue’s face, he glimpsed the featureless version from the dream still fresh in his mind. 

	The young Misnomer shuddered. He had not forgotten his distrust of Crow. Given the circumstances, he’d been trying to avoid his suspicions, but the dream had shoved them to center stage. 

	Crow stood. “If we travel fast enough, and don’t run into any more Bosses, I think we could be out of the dungeon by nightfall.”

	“Are we on the last level?” Grey asked.

	Crow grunted an affirmative.

	“And how exactly do you know that?”

	“Duh. Did you not check the map at the Misty Mountain trailhead?”

	Grey didn’t remember seeing a map but figured that, of all the lies he was certain Crow had told, this one ranked lowest. And so he said nothing. They put out their fire, readied themselves and trekked up the dark corridor, which looked much the same as the previous floors; ominously lit caverns fully fitted with skeletal walls and colonies of bats. Misty Mountain may be a fitting name when viewing the dungeon from afar, Grey mused, but anyone that had actually entered would have named it something like The Bat and Skeleton Cavern of Twisty Dark Paths.

	It wasn’t long before they came across their first grouping of foes. As far as battles go, it was fairly uneventful, but it did make a few things crystal clear: the Hand of Vesper was a serious upgrade from Grey’s crude iron sword, Ally Aid was fantastic, and, if the dramatically increased control of his mind, body, and Skills were anything to go on, sleep was inconveniently important. 

	The process they’d employed in the tunnels before Caverna Vesper’s lair worked just as well in the terrain afterward. Damsel cast Everybody Loves You, then fired arrows. Crow initiated Shadow Self and sped through the ranks to flank the enemies, though now he hurled Shadow Shurikens at the twitterpated, weak-minded, slowed, skeletal militia as he ran. Grey remained in front of Damsel and took on the front line. Ally Aid made a world of difference in his contributions to the skirmishes. It not only hugely boosted his Stats, it also filled him with more energy than he’d ever felt. With the improvements he’d gained on his solo run, Grey was finally a major contributor in battles. The sense of pride he felt then was truly emotional. He was a valuable member of the team.

	Two skeletons, side by side, charged at him and he directed a Shield Bash at the space where their shoulders met. The attack caused both of them to rotate backward like saloon doors swinging open for some western sheriff, and Grey lunged forward with Two-Sword strike. He severed one’s skull from its spine, then spun to the other and brought his blade at a downward diagonal slash, cutting first through the skeleton’s arm, then its ribs and spine. It amazed him how easily Hand of Vesper passed through their bones. 

	They dispatched groups of skeletons and colonies of bats without great effort as they traversed the caverns of Misty Mountain, their teamwork improving with each skirmish. After a particularly large fight, they stopped to let their Stamina recover before pressing on. 

	“When are you going to tell us about your little solo adventure, Grey?” Crow asked, motioning at Hand of Vesper, which was laying on the ground near the Misnomer.

	“Ummm,” Grey stammered. “No, I already had that. You just weren’t, umm…”

	“Shut up,” Crow cut him off. “I know Vesper didn’t drop any other weapons when we went up against her. And, even if she did, that wouldn’t explain the new Skill I saw you using today. So, tell the truth, you went back and did the last level again on your own. Didn’t you?”

	A cornucopia of comments about how Crow had no room to demand the truth from anyone emptied into Grey’s mind, but the argument coming his way like a freight train was inevitable, and he knew it. So, he just sighed, and nodded. 

	“Go on,” Crow said.

	Reluctantly, Grey explained almost everything about the night before. He told them about his planning, his successful puzzling, the Phosphorus, defeating Vesper, reaching Level 7, Catalytic Flame, and Ally Aid. The only parts he left out were, of course, the bits and pieces about how close he’d come to dying. He excluded those details for the sake of his audience, of course. 

	When he was finished, Damsel slugged him in the shoulder, and proceeded to offer words of advice. It always astounded Grey how the females in his life could make maternal sentiments sound so similar to an aggro banshee whenever he did something stupid. Crow waited patiently for the Empath to complete her well-intended advisory assault. When she finally ran out of breath, the torch was passed, and the Rogue picked up where she left off.

	 As far as content was concerned, the comments and questions were pretty much the same. Stuff like, how could you be so selfish, what were you thinking, you need to be a team player, what if you’d died, etc., etc. The only difference was that Crow remained cold and detached during his lecture. Grey wasn’t sure which of the two scoldings he hated less, but was leaning towards Crow’s.

	It was all very irritating, really. Throughout the beratements, retorts auto-populated in Grey’s brain. Where did Damsel, the Empath who had chosen literally every Skill based on pure impulse, get off on telling him he wasn’t thinking? And Crow...calling him selfish?! Saying he wasn’t a team player?! 

	Despite his anger, however, Grey kept his retorts to himself. He really didn’t want to hurt Damsel’s feelings unless it was absolutely necessary, and he’d already decided that when he confronted Crow, it would be on his terms. Not some childish reaction to something the Rogue said. There’s a difference between spinelessness and silent calculation. Besides, he’d learned from his father to never get into an argument when you’ve clearly done something wrong, just take the rebuke like a man. Premature marital advice. 

	Grey cut the Rogue off with a dismissive hand. “Crow,” he yawned. “Is it possible for others to affect your Stamina?”

	“I don’t know. Why?”

	“Because you’re draining mine.”

	Crow scowled and folded his arms.

	A giggle replaced Damsel’s frustration. “I think he has had enough, Crow. I’m sorry, Grey. I didn’t mean to go off on you like that. I just worry about you.”

	“I know. And I’m sorry to both of you. But I did what I thought I needed to do, and I would do it again. You’re both so strong, and I wanted… no, I want to keep up. Not just get carried along. Yes, I know it was probably stupid. But what I gained while venturing on my own was worth the risk.”

	Crow’s expression morphed into that thousand yard stare he sometimes donned when he’d fallen deep in thought, or wanted to look like he was deep in thought.  In the everyday life of an Academy aged boy, his brooding had made him the mysterious guy under the bleachers, which used to work in his favor. This time, however, he really was deep in thought. Grey could practically see a movie playing deep in the wells of the Rogue’s one visible eye. 

	“Let’s just get through this,” Grey said. “Then we can address your concerns.” His voice darkened. “And mine.”

	Crow raised an eyebrow at that. After a moment, the Rogue nodded. 

	The party moved on along the path. By midday, they’d faced countless skeletons, bat formations resembling every weather phenomena imaginable, and dastardly tricks of terrain that made Grey envious of Crow’s Dexterity. The party focused on teamwork and making their Skills work in harmony. 

	They made an impromptu rest point at the end of a narrow ledge. The path continued into a break in the wall ahead of them which, for now, was blessedly free of enemies. Crow had set out to scout the path ahead while Grey and Damsel enjoyed a moment of respite.

	Damsel’s eyes widened. “Hey, good news! Level 9!”

	Grey checked the progress toward his next Level, and as usual, saw that he was behind. For once, though, he didn’t care. He just nodded and congratulated his friend with an encouraging, “Nice!”

	Damsel snickered. “I wasn’t gloating, silly.”

	“Huh?”

	“Remember? You asked me to clear it with you before I chose my next Skill.”

	“Oh, right.” He smiled, sat back, and rested his head against the wall. “Wanna know what I’m doing after we save my mom and get out of here?”

	“Eating an almond croissant?” Damsel asked with a grin so big it managed to glow away the blotches of dirt on her cheeks. “That sounds lovely.”

	Grey chuckled. “You know what? Yes,” he said. That was clearly what Damsel wanted to do, and it didn’t sound half bad to Grey. 

	The conversation morphed into a discourse reserved for vagabonds, people in the military, and children sent away to wilderness camps. Discussing foods, showers, games they used to play. Simple luxuries. They laughed for a while, until a pause broke through the joviality and Damsel intuited her best friend’s sorrow. 

	“Hey,” she said. “I’m sure everything is going to be fine. And think about how proud your mom will be once we find her.”

	Grey gulped. He sometimes hated how the elvish Empath did that. She always managed to penetrate his poker face, which was already about as effective as a five-year-old giggling behind curtains in a game of hide and seek. He changed the subject. “Let’s check out your Skill Tree.” 

	
		
				Aura of Healing:
Your love empowers your allies! Cast an aura around yourself that heals all friendly beings within 30 feet. 
 
Cost to unlock: 1 Skill Point

				Specialization: Empath
Cost: 30 Compassion
Effects: For 20 Seconds, Aura of Healing replenishes 5 Health per second to all friendly beings within 30 feet of caster.
Cooldown: 60 seconds

		

	

	 

	
		
				Radiant Skin:
Maybe she’s born with it, maybe it’s Mage n’ Clean. Your meat and bone covering is only ‘skin’ deep, but with Radiant Skin active, so is that arrow that just hit you!
 
 
 
Cost to unlock: 1 Skill Point

				Specialization: Empath
Cost: 25 Compassion
Effects: For 10 Seconds, each incoming attack can only inflict a maximum of 10% of your maximum Health.
Cooldown: 60 seconds
 
Passive Effect: Grants flawless skin, +5 Charisma.

		

	

	 

	Radiant Skin seemed like a great option for defense if Damsel ever got herself into a pinch, and if she had already learned Aura of Healing, Grey would have definitely encouraged her to get it. After all, everyone knows the healer needs to be kept in the best of health. But she’d had to use Empathic Overload twice during their battles today. And he didn’t even want to think about the close call with Vesper, or the fact that they’d almost undoubtedly need the heals if they ever caught up to the wizard and dragon who’d taken his mother. 

	Grey advised her to select Aura of Healing and immediately saw her dismay at the thought of passing up on Radiant Skin. “Don’t worry,” he told her. “I know it’s hard to pass up. But it isn’t going anywhere, maybe you can get it at Level 10. And Aura of Healing will more than make up for it. If you’re able to keep me healthy I can protect you better.”

	“Hey! I’m an independent Elvish woman. I don’t need protecting,” she said, pushing out her bottom lip. “Especially not from a cisgender straight white human male.” 

	“Everyone needs protecting now and then,” Grey groaned. What the hell is cisgender? “I’m just…”

	“Got you!” she giggled. “I know everyone needs protecting sometimes, and I know you weren’t being chauvinistic. And, if I’m being totally honest, it’s not the defensive boosts that make Radiant Skin so appealing.”

	Grey scratched his head, causing a clump of dirt to fall out. “I don’t get it.”

	“Of course you don’t, silly. Respecting equality and understanding that women are just as capable as men doesn’t mean we’re exactly the same. I want Radiant Skin because, well, who doesn’t want to have beautiful, blemish-free skin all the time?”

	“Oh.” Grey gave her a crooked grin. “Damsel, you always have beautiful skin and I don’t think we’re the same, I think you’re…” he cut himself short when he saw her pointy ears twitch in excitement. His nervous gulp echoed. “I think you’re really cool.”

	Damsel sighed, and that was when Crow returned to inadvertently saved the shy hero from any further emotional entanglements. The interruption would’ve been more appreciated had the Rogue not started the discussion by filling them in about how he, too, had reached Level 9, and learned a new Skill.

	 

	
		
				Decoy:
The best way to get stabbed in the face is when it isn’t your face! Make a copy of yourself from the shadows to distract your foes or just to take damage in your place. 

				Specialization: Escape Artist 
Cost: 15 Angst
Effect: Use the shadows to create a copy of yourself with 30 Health that will follow your commands for up to 10 seconds. The Decoy cannot deal damage.

		

	

	 

	Grey had to admit, it was a pretty cool Skill, and although listening to Crow brag made the young hero want to unleash a Catalytic Flame on his face, it was a welcome change. There was just something so nice about not dealing with a broody jerk. He’d take bragging over the typical Crow any day of the week.

	“That’s cool, Crow,” Damsel said unenthusiastically.

	The Rogue continued bragging right up until the point when Grey asked how the scouting went, as well as what they’d be up against next. 

	“About that,” Crow said sheepishly. “I figured while scouting I’d allocate my Stat Points, grow my Skill Tree, and count the gold. But I got distracted practicing with Decoys and didn’t get very far.”

	“Awesome,” Grey muttered.       

	The party continued their journey, and not long after, approached an open archway filled with blank, white light. Grey felt an instant twinge of trepidation as he recalled the faces from last night’s dream. 

	There, they stopped with a mixture of wariness and excitement. Damsel, as optimistic as always, suggested it had to mean they’d finally reached the end of the dungeon. Crow vehemently disagreed, arguing that things were never so simple with gods like One and Zero. 

	While the two debated, Grey sat against the wall with his thumb on his chin, weighing his allies’ points against what he knew about the pattern of Misty Mountain thus far. 

	This proved difficult. On one hand, dungeons were only supposed to have one Boss, and they’d already defeated two; so Caverna Vesper could’ve been the guardian of the dungeon. In that case, the next loading portal would be the end. Then again, he couldn’t remember a single story from the book Adventures of Bron & Screech where a dungeon hadn’t ended with a Boss encounter. 

	Damsel and Crow had reached a stalemate in their argument. They turned to Grey and kindly commanded that he pick a side.

	“I think we’ll have a safe haven on the other side, and we can sleep there,” Damsel said.

	“I think that’s stupid. There’s gotta be a Boss. Look at that freaking door. It may as well have a sign with bold letters saying there is definitely a Boss inside.”

	“What do we do?” they asked in unison.

	“We go in prepared for a Boss fight and hope Crow’s wrong.”

	With that, they made their preparations and stepped through the archway.

	 


[image: Image]

	 

	Behind them, a massive sheet of rock slammed into place, effectively blocking the way back. The only path left was to go forward. Ahead, the corridor walls fanned outward before sharply cutting to the sides, revealing a vast opening into darkness. Like a castle balcony, the wide floor protruded from where the walls ended, before dropping off abruptly. In the center, the platform gave way to a naturally formed, narrow rock bridge that stretched on for fifty yards. There were no railings—both sides dropped into a black chasm. 

	“Oh come on, guys,” Damsel said, walking toward the bridge. “It’s just a bridge. So long as we’re careful it’ll be fine.” She inspected the ceilings and the chasm, then turned around to face her friends. “No bats, no skeletons… for once. And it’s not like a Boss could be hiding out down in the chasm.” 

	Grey and Crow, however, were both silent and wide-eyed. 

	“I’m intuiting,”—the Empath gulped—“that there is a Boss behind me, like right now.”

	The boys nodded slowly. Damsel looked over her shoulder, eeked, and ran toward her party members. Huddled together, they stared in frustrated awe at the dungeon’s exit guardian. 

	A giant worm-like creature, easily eight feet in circumference, had risen from the depths of the chasm. Its body curled up and around the bridge so that its tendril-covered head hung like a street lamp. Its face was essentially just one big eye. It was the color of autumn leaves, and surrounded by deep wrinkles. One of the lower wrinkles was a mouth, but Grey didn’t catch that at first glance. The Boss opened it slowly—revealing several rows of jagged teeth in rows like a shark—and, like a bear trap being cranked open, continued the movement until the bottom and top half of what could loosely be defined as lips formed a nearly parallel line. There was a resonant yawn, then the mouth clamped shut. 

	Grey Inspected their foe.

	 

	
		
				Graboid the Beholder:
Creators of all things since the beginning of time have taken inspiration from creators that came before them. As these things go, whomever created Graboid the Beholder definitely took some inspiration from a bad, but also great, film about tremors.

				Level: 10
Health: 325/325
Disposition: Hostile Hungry

		

	

	 

	 

	Graboid the Beholder—HP: 325/325

	
		
				 

				 

		

	

	 

	“Well,” Crow grumbled. “I told you so.”

	There was no time to acknowledge his disgruntlement, though. The Boss contracted its neck muscles, then flung itself forward across the bridge in their direction, mouth agape.

	They each reacted immediately, somersaulting in separate directions as it snapped its mouth closed on empty space. Crow had already recovered by the time Grey got to his feet. He saw the Rogue flipping over the Boss’s tentacled head with his blades aimed downward. Before he could manage an attack, however, two of the tentacles constricted around his ankles, and dragged him toward its gaping maw.

	Grey activated Ally Aid, then used Boomerang as Damsel took up position behind him. As Grey’s shield crashed into the outer folds of the beast’s mouth, two Love Arrows pierced the underside of its jaw. Graboid the Beholder reared its repulsive head back, flinging Crow back onto the platform. It turned to Damsel with the promise of retaliation in its eye, then lurched forward with surprising speed.

	Grey used Boomerang again as soon as his shield returned, launching it sidearm. If he hoped to use Catalytic Flame in this fight, he wouldn’t be able to use Boomerang again, but Catalytic Flame seemed like a last resort to Grey anyways. The shield spun in a wide arc and smashed into Graboid’s eye, derailing its attack on Damsel. At the same time, the Empath took aim with her parasol crossbow and unleashed Rapid Fire. The nearly simultaneous attacks caused it to recoil. It slithered back to its position at the center of the bridge, and waited. 

	The party regrouped, and cautiously approached the front of the bridge. Ally Aid’s duration elapsed and Grey’s Stats reverted back to normal.

	Then he noticed that the Boss wasn’t only waiting. Its massive eye was changing color. It started in the iris, the previously amber rim had shifted into a luminescent gold. The lines slithered through its iris toward its pupil. Knowing the incoming attack would be somewhere between a pain in the neck and lethal, he groaned. 

	Suddenly, the gold pupil erupted in a thin, focused laser, which the Boss directed not at them but at the bridge. The ground heated up, and Grey gritted his teeth. 

	 

	Grey: It’s going to cut the bridge! 

	Crow: Mhmmm

	Grey: That’s our only way out. We need to stop it.

	Crow: I got this.

	Damsel: Says Crow in every Boss fight. . . 

	Grey: This is a good opportunity.

	Grey: Just hit it with ranged attacks while it's focused on cutting the bridge.

	 

	Without waiting, Crow used his newest Skill, Decoy. His back arched. A figure pushed itself out of his body and stumbled forward. It looked almost identical to the Rogue and had all the same equipment, although it appeared to be made of pure shadow. 

	Crow clenched his jaw and stared at his decoy. “That feels so weird.” He shivered, as though shaking off a bad memory. “Go distract that thing,” he told the shadow copy.

	The Decoy just smirked, and without needing any direction, dashed forward across the bridge. 

	Crow scoffed. “He’s better company than either of you. Follow my lead.” 

	Graboid’s laser stopped cutting the bridge and followed the running Decoy. Crow activated Shadow Self and dashed forward with his two blades ready. 

	Damsel, at least, followed Grey’s advice. The Empath’s amulet glowed bright as she unleashed a volley, alternating between Rapid Fire and Love Arrows.

	Grey readied the Shield of the Misnomer, and grudgingly trotted after Crow toward melee range. Crow jumped and performed a Cyclone Blade at the Boss’s neck—if such a thing could be said to have a neck. Frankly, the whole creature could be considered a neck.

	Graboid thrashed and screamed. The red beam of magic shot out from his one eye as it tried and failed to land a hit on Crow’s Decoy as it jumped and danced and dodged along the narrow bridge. The Decoy survived almost its entire 10 second duration before Graboid’s laser finally sliced it in two, leaving the facade to vanish like smoke on the wind. The time Crow’s Decoy provided was enough for Grey and Crow to get a few solid melee shots in, of which one of Crow’s slashes widened the already gushing cut along its neck. As soon as the Decoy went down, Graboid again directed his laser at the stone bridge

	 

	Grey hurled his shield at the incision Crow made and Damsel unleashed Rapid Fire at the same area. Together, the three managed to sever the Boss’s head entirely. Or, at least, the portion of its neck closest to the eyeball and mouth area. It plopped down onto the bridge, shaking the structure. The other half of the body fountained ooze as it thrashed about like a possessed water hose, before slipping off of the bridge and sinking back to the abyss.

	The Rogue turned on his heels and began strutting back to his allies with a smirk. Grey caught his shield, Damsel rested her crossbow on one shoulder, and the three of them met at the bridge, and cautiously moved forward to cross. About half way across, they realized that sometimes precaution is more effective than caution. Eight replicas of the first betentacled eyeball-head shot up from the abyss below, four on the right side of the bridge and four on the left. All of them continued to rise until they were hovering twenty feet above the heroes. The party shuffled around, back to back, eyes darting up and around at the enemies.

	 

	Graboid the Beholder—HP: 162/325

	
		
				 

				 

		

	

	 

	Grey held his shield protectively as he switched his attention between the eight heads hovering above. Crow groaned expansively. Damsel took aim. 

	It was a noobie mistake, and they all should’ve known better—everyone knows that if a creature is cylindrical in nature, you don’t kill it by cutting off its head. 

	Gold light glowed from within each eyeball, and all eight of them peered down on the heroes like possessed adjustable reading lamps. Grey was hoping that, despite Graboid’s Health bar showing 162/325, it was split evenly between the eight new enemies, giving them only about 20 HP each. Unfortunately, a quick inspection of each Graboid-head individually showed that they each had 162/325 Health. 

	 

	Damsel: What do we do?

	Crow: I could take them all out at once with Shadow Shurikens.

	Damsel: Can you though?

	Crow: Sure I can. Heh. Get it? Get it??

	Damsel: Wait… did you just make a joke?

	Grey: Oh. Em. God. Did you really… That was actually pretty good, man.

	Damsel: Sure I can, shuriken, I mean I guess there’s something there.

	Damsel: That joke would probably work better verbally, for future reference.

	Damsel: Really though, what do we do?

	Grey: I think it would be best to kill these eyeballs before they kill us.

	Grey: ...or finish cutting the bridge

	Crow: Wow. 

	Crow: Damsel, how would we EVER get anything done without our genius strategist around? 

	Crow: Seriously. Grey. How do you even come up with this stuff? Brilliant.

	 

	The Graboid floating eyes’ glow was growing more intense with each passing second. Each member of the party felt the growing urgency to end the fight and, as one, they attacked.

	Grey chucked his shield in a wide arc, aimed primarily at the eyeball floating at his 3 o’clock with hopes that it may impact a few more as it made its way back to him. Damsel employed Rapid Fire, although her approach was closer to a shotgun than a sniper rifle, arrows left her parasol at every angle, filling the air above the bridge with flying pointy sticks. Crow made use of Shadow Shurikens, though he did not take them all out at once.

	The result of the party’s ranged assault was something of a mixed bag. Shield of the Misnomer was dodged easily by its target, who saw it coming from directly ahead and simply floated out of the way. Two other eyeballs, though, had their focus on the party below when the circular hunk of Legendary metal slammed into them from behind on its return journey. Damsel’s arrows were largely ineffective. But, because of the sheer quantity that she fired, a handful found a new home as they punctured the floating eyeballs. Crow’s attack was more precise, but he was only able to throw five Shadow Shurikens before running out of Angst. He did land all five attacks, though. In all, only one of the eyeball-heads was killed and the other seven each took varying amounts of damage.

	Graboid’s eyes reached their brightest, then shot. The lasers sped down from all angles to a focused point on the party’s huddle. 

	Grey caught his shield and immediately raised it over his head He dropped to his knees and braced for impact. Damsel and Crow somersaulted away from the Misnomer. The lasers impacted his shield right in the middle, where a surprise waited for everyone in attendance. The Phosphorus Stone ignited the lasers and exploded, reflecting the Graboid-eye’s attacks. Fire shot back up the lasers and into the floating eyeballs as the impact and recoil slammed Grey onto his back. The bridge quaked. Cracks splintered outward from Grey’s body. 

	A quick inspection told Grey that his shield hadn’t fared well from taking that much damage at once, the Legendary item was down to 13/75 durability. He cringed at even the thought of his beloved shield reaching zero. He didn’t even know if it could repair itself after that, or if he’d just be a Misnomer without the Shield of the Misnomer for the rest of his life. 

	 

	Grey: Damsel, now!

	Damsel: Got it!

	 

	Damsel directed an Empathic Overload on the already-blazing eyeballs and the pink field of carnations bloomed in rapid consumption. A handful were killed from the attack, but Grey didn’t get a proper count. The still-living Graboid-heads seized wildly, like wacky wavy flailing inflatable tube men, mindlessly shooting lasers in all directions. They struck the ceiling, cutting loose stalactites and causing several to fall into the abyss. A handful crashed against the already weakened stone bridge. 

	Still on his back, Grey used Shield Bash to divert an incoming laser, but it didn’t work at all. The laser punctured a hole right through his shield, two fingers thick. The beam tore into Grey’s shoulder, parting the Misnomer from over 100 Health in one flesh-searing second.  Crow activated Shadow Self right as a stalactite shattered in front of him, then he dashed toward Grey to help his ally to safety. Damsel rushed in as well, dodging lasers and firing Love Arrows at Graboid-heads in hopes to slow down their frenzy. 

	When they’d almost reached him, Grey noticed something that his allies were too distracted to notice. The conjunction of lasers and crashing stalactites had started to do some real damage to the bridge, and he could already feel the section around him starting to give. 

	 

	Grey: Stay back!

	 

	But it was too late. 

	Damsel and Crow tried to help him up as a fracture snaked across the middle of the bridge. The ground jerked hard, slanted steeply, and then broke off completely. Grey plopped on his back again, losing hold of his shield. He nearly lost his sword too, but managed to banish it back into his inventory as he rolled toward the edge. Damsel stumbled down the steepening gradient. 

	Crow adjusted his footing for balance, then kicked Grey’s shield upward. The Rogue expertly smacked it downward with the blunt end of his blades, causing it to wedge deeply into the floor right in front of Grey, consequently stopping the Misnomer’s fall. Crow unequipped one dagger, dashed down to Damsel, and stabbed the other into the ground. Holding onto its hilt, he reached out and caught her by the wrist right before she toppled off the edge, then pulled her back. 

	There was a premature sigh of relief.

	The four eyes of Graboid the Beholder still among the living had recovered. They diverted their lasers back to the task at hand, firing their surgical beams at the one section of the bridge that was still attached. 

	As astounding as Crow’s athletic saves had been, it had been for naught. The lasers made quick work of what was left. The bridge jerked. In that single second delay, the three looked at each other with an expression of a sports team about to be congratulated with, “you didn’t win this one, but you tried really hard! Let’s go get ice cream.” The ‘ice cream’, in this case, was probably plummeting to their deaths.

	The bridge collapsed. Four lasers adjusted course as the Graboid-heads took aim at the party. Grey could feel the increasing heat even as they fell. He reached desperately and took hold of his shield, pulling it out of the wall without a second to spare.

	The party hadn’t fallen more than ten feet when a series of howls and barks louder even than the dungeon’s destruction filled Grey’s eardrums. He glimpsed canine silhouettes bounding through the air.

	The lasers went wildly off course. 

	Grey’s eyes flicked up to the crumbling bridge. There, he saw a familiar beast; the female Stonehound he’d saved the night before. She leapt off the ledge, followed quickly by two others. In a matter of seconds, the Stonehound pounced on the falling platform, picked Grey up like a newborn pup, sprung from the platform, landed on the opposite side of the bridge, and galloped to steady ground with such grace and agility that the race from one end of the outrageous obstacle course to the other looked no more difficult than a morning jog. She released Grey from her mouth, and for a moment their eyes met. A silent understanding passed between them before her attention was drawn away by the two members of her pack that had just released Damsel and Crow beside Grey. The three Stonehounds exchanged barks, then spun on their heels and raced to join the rest of the pack in dispatching the remaining Graboid-heads.

	Grey, Damsel, and Crow watched in shocked, silent awe. 

	As difficult as it had been for them to fight the Boss, it was both amazing and embarrassing to see how easily the pack dealt with Graboid. It looked almost like play, the way they ripped away at its flesh, shredded its eyelids, and chomped the floating orbs. It was not long before they had done so much damage that, even if Graboid could just grow more heads, it wouldn’t want to—Bosses have great egos and really aren’t keen on being subjected to such agonizing shame.

	A series of prompts poured into Grey’s vision as gold and loot fountained up from the chasm to plop onto the ground where they stood. Even though one of those prompts conveyed that he’d Leveled up, the young hero ignored them. The pack approached him and his party, led by the female Stonehound. 

	The pack parted and the Alpha trotted to the front. In any other circumstances, Grey would’ve held his shield in front of him and prayed to the gods for mercy. Even as it was, he couldn’t help but take a step back. The Alpha was perhaps the strangest, yet most majestic beast he’d ever seen in person. On all fours, it stood a full head taller than him. Its well-muscled body was composed of plated black stone that jutted out in several areas and gleamed faintly, like obsidian. It had a short face and phosphorescent, intelligent eyes. 

	Grey Inspected it.

	 

	
		
				Dōkutsu:
This beast dwells deep within the Misty Mountain. Due to Dōkutsu’s intelligence and power, there has been speculation that he is an Essence of Bitworld, though it has never been confirmed.

				Level: 36
Health: 2,680/2,680
Disposition: Neutral

		

	

	 

	Upon seeing the term “Essence,” Grey stared at Dōkutsu in astonishment. He remembered a mention of the term in Legends of Bitworld—it hadn’t been assigned in class, but he’d thought the 2100 page book sounded like a fun read. Just to be sure, he did a quick search in his HI and found the Glossary’s definition. 

	 

	
		
				Essence: A lifebringer
Legend has it that, in each region of Bitworld, there lives both an Essence and a Crux. Should either leave the region or be destroyed, that region would lose its magical harmony. There have been documented occurrences of this. The most typical result is a complete destruction of the region’s ecosystem. There are also unconfirmed reports of  undead uprisings in regions whose Essence has gone missing.

		

	

	 

	When he closed out the window, he fell to one knee in respect and Damsel followed his lead. Crow, however, stood gawking at the pack with a stupid expression, so Grey smacked the back of his kneecap. 

	Dōkutsu took one step forward and lowered its shoulders in response. As Grey glanced up and into the beast’s eyes, it reminded him of the waters within the Tutorial Tank; hallowed, endless, and brimming with the unknowable. Dōkutsu directed the young hero up with its chin, and Grey rose. There was little to be said, but little needed to be said. It simply turned its head toward the female Stonewolf he’d already met, then nodded to the young hero. 

	Profound understanding passed between the boy and the beast.

	After a moment, Grey performed a half bow and said, “Thank you, Dōkutsu.” He came up and gestured to the rest of the pack, pausing on the Stonewolf whom he’d saved. “Thank all of you. You saved our lives, and we will not forget that. If you are ever in need of any help I can provide, find me.”

	Grey couldn’t be sure, but it looked as though Dōkutsu smiled. It closed the small gap between them and placed its forehead against Grey’s. As it pulled away, a notification appeared. This one, he did not ignore.  

	 

	You have been recognized by Dōkutsu as a man of honor, he has bestowed a blessing on you and your party.

	A gift for each member of your party has been placed in your shared inventory.

	You have received 10,000 Experience. 
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	With a final nod of respect, Dōkutsu and the pack of Stonehounds left Grey, Damsel, and Crow to gather their rewards from Graboid the Beholder. Grey finally took a second to browse the long list of prompts awaiting his attention.

	 

	Congratulations! You have defeated Graboid the Beholder.

	You have received 1,575 Experience.

	 

	Congratulations! You have reached Level(s) 8 and 9.

	With each Level increase, your stats will be improved based on the actions you took to achieve the Level increase.

	 

	You have received 8 Stat Points to allocate at your discretion. 

	Allocate them within the next 24 hours or they will be allocated for you at random.

	 

	You have received 2 Skill Points! 

	 

	New Skills are now available.

	 

	Grey took a deep breath, leaned against the stone wall of the cavern, eager to distribute his plethora of Stat points. First though, he opened his profile to see what he was granted automatically for reaching Levels 8 and 9. 

	 

	 

	
		
				Overview

				Stats

				Skills

				Inventory

				Quests

				Social

				Settings

		

	

	 

	
		
				Strength (39): You have received +3 Strength for constant battle.
Intelligence (34): You have received +3 Intelligence for your treatment of the helpless Stonehound, though you have already been thoroughly rewarded for that touch of luck.
Dexterity (20): When it came to the obstacles, you tried your best and failed. Then you tried your best again! And that is all anyone can ask for. +1 Dexterity!
Constitution (34): You have received +5 Constitution for taking so much damage and not dying.
Charisma (20): You have received +5 Charisma for gaining the respect of an Essence of Bitworld.
 

		
				You have 8 Available Stat Points
Allocate your Stat Points in the next 24 hours or they will be allocated for you

		

	
3 unused Skill Points

		

	

	 

	There was a lot to look at on his Stats page, but the thing that really caught Grey’s attention was a system-issued confirmation of Dōkutsu’s status as an Essence. He wasn’t sure what implications that held, but it was like he’d just met someone famous, and then read later that he’d actually just been graced by the presence of a legend. Grey placed two points into Intelligence, and three each into Strength and Constitution. He confirmed his decision, and then moved on to the Skills that became available with his recent Level.

	 

	 

	
		
				Flurry (upgrade to Two Sword Strike):
Upon striking a foe, a phantom sword will appear to strike the nearest enemy.
 
 
 
Cost to Unlock: 2 Skill Points

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Regenerates +2 Khem
Effect: Three phantom copies of your sword appear and strike nearby enemies. Each phantom sword matches the damage of your attack.
Cooldown: 10 seconds

		

	

	 

	
		
				Shield Wall:
Stand tall and protect your allies! Shield of the Misnomer’s protection swells to keep your friends safe.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cost to Unlock: 1 Skill Point

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Cost: 25 Khem
Effect: Shield of the Misnomer projects a shield four times its size to protect yourself and your allies. All incoming damage is directed to the durability of your shield.
Duration: Up to 15 seconds, or until Shield of the Misnomer reaches 10 durability. 
Cooldown: 10 minutes
***Note: You cannot attack while Shield Wall is active.

		

	

	 

	 

	
		
				Misnomer’s Might :
Nothing makes a hero look cooler than a huge freaking sword.
 
 
Cost to Unlock: 2 Skill Points

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Passive Ability
Effect: Allows you to wield a two-handed weapon with only your main hand. This does not disrupt your ability to use Shield of the Misnomer in your offhand.

		

	

	 

	
		
				Luck of the Misnomer :
Call it luck, call it machina, or even cheating. But whatever you call it, at least you’ll be alive.
 
 
Cost to Unlock: 2 Skill Points

				Specialization: None - Misnomer
Passive Ability
Effect: attacks that would cause fatal damage instead reduce you to 5% of your maximum Health. For the following 5 seconds, all incoming damage is reduced by 80%. 
***Note: This effect may only occur once every 10 minutes.

		

	

	 

	Next, he checked on how Shield of the Misnomer had grown. Before triggering Inspect on the legendary item, Grey studied how his shield had once again changed. As before, the aesthetic differences were striking. The silver color had brightened, which didn’t mean much to him, but it had grown decidedly bigger. This made him think that perhaps Shield Wall might really be the way to go. Still, he didn’t want to make any rash decisions. He triggered Inspect.

	 

	 

	
		
				Shield of the Misnomer
Forged by Binary Blessings of Zero, Shield of the Misnomer Levels with the hero it binds to. As you grow, so too does this magical item.
 
 
Actions:
❖      Boomerang
❖      Catalytic Flame
❖      Transmutation
 
 
 
Cannot be sold or traded - Bound to Source

				Level: 10
Defense: +110
Durability: 14/110
(Shield of the Misnomer will repair itself slowly over time)
Spirit Points: 2/10
Rarity: Legendary
Quality: Superb
Properties:
❖      +36% chance to block
❖      +21% chance to counter
❖      +26% resistance to elemental damage
❖      +4 Strength
❖      +4 Constitution
❖      +4 Intelligence

		

		
				Runes: Phosphorus Stone

		

	

	 

	The numerical increases the shield had gained since he’d left home with it a few days before were staggering, but what caught his attention was the new Action, Transmutation. He mentally selected the Action, and greedily read over the information provided. 

	 

	
		
				Transmutation:
What’s in a name? Shield of the Misnomer, or Axe of the Misnomer. It’s up to you.

				Action - Shield of the Misnomer
Cost: 5 Spirit Points
Effects: by altering its alchemical structure, Shield of the Misnomer transforms into a two-handed axe.
Cooldown: 1 hour
 
***Note: While most of the properties of Shield of the Misnomer transfer seamlessly with the transmutation, its Defense stat converts to Damage.

		

	

	 

	The sound that tumbled from the Misnomer’s mouth was a carefully selected response of pure eloquence. “Whadaantitdo?” 

	He read the description again, and then again three or four more times just to make sure he wasn’t imagining things. Transmutation was the most unbelievable power in all of Bitworld as far as he was concerned. It didn’t seem possible. 

	He stood, equipped Shield of the Misnomer, and gave a mental command. Nothing happened. He extended his arm, raised it to shoulder height, and with his fist gripping the shield’s handle vertically, spoke the word aloud. 

	“Transmutation!”

	The result was astounding. Light radiated from the Legendary item as it sprouted a handle and its outline morphed. The Transmutation took all of two seconds. By the time it was complete, Grey held a stellar dual-bladed axe in his right hand. 

	The wonder was short lived. The weapon’s weight caused his arm to drop, and the blade of the axe clanked against the rocky floor. His body tensed like a teenager who’s just knocked a vase over whilst trying to sneak out of their parents’ house. He looked sheepishly at his party members as they looked up from their own HIs at the noise.

	“Is that…” Damsel said, eyeing the axe. 

	“My shield,” Grey confirmed happily, lifting the axe, now with both hands, to show it off. “New Action!”

	“Only you would get a legendary shield that is also an axe,” Crow said sourly. “Machina A.F.”

	Grey only smiled in response, not even Crow could get the stupid grin off of his face at that moment. 

	Grey returned to his self-development. The Shield of the Misnomer’s new Action made his decision on which Skill to purchase much easier. He selected Misnomer’s Might in order to more efficiently wield the two-handed axe form of his shield. He still had one unused Skill Point and decided to purchase Shield Wall. It may not be the most flashy Skill he’d ever seen, but the utility and ability to protect Damsel made it very attractive to Grey. 

	The Misnomer finally accessed the party’s shared inventory to see what Dōkutsu had gifted him. There was only a single item in the gridspace that hadn’t been there before (Damsel and Crow had apparently already retrieved their rewards). Grey eagerly accessed the details.

	 

	
		
				Quicksilver Duster:
This beautiful jacket was forged by a brave Hunter to endure the longest winter days hunting Snow Dragons. 

				Required Level: 8
Defense: + 68
Durability: 100/100
Rarity: Epic
Quality: Superb
 
Properties: 
❖      35% resistance to cold and cold damage
❖      +5% Stamina regeneration speed
❖      +11 Experience Points per kill

		

		
				Runes: none
Rune Slots available: 1

		

	

	 

	Grey immediately equipped the handsome new jacket and placed his Coziosm Enhanced Hoodie into his inventory. He didn’t have a rune to place in the Rune Slot yet, but even without one, the Quicksilver Duster was a significant upgrade. A quick look at his party members let him know that their gifts from Dōkutsu had already been Inspected and equipped as well. 

	Crow was now wearing a long black cloak with a cowl that he had thrown over his head. The appearance was a little comical considering he still hadn’t unequipped his helm, Vesper’s Ears, and as such looked like a mix of ninja assassin and a certain caped crusader that won’t be named for copyright reasons. 

	Damsel was now wearing a white cloak with some pink frills, and her loose hood was draped over her head. Along with that new item, she also sported a pair of big rimmed black eyeglasses. These, she had looted from Graboid the Beholder, which was a little strange because they looked way too faux-nerd chic to have ever belonged to such a freaky Boss. Especially a freaky Boss that had either a single eye, or eight. Her new spectacles were named Eyes of the Beholder, which Grey found confusing, but somehow fitting. Damsel explained that she’d had to unequip her Wide Brimmed Hat because the glasses were considered a helm. This obviously annoyed her, but when she went over the properties of her new property, Grey felt she had made the right decision. 

	And she looks SO cute in those glasses.

	Now that the party had taken the time to go over their upgrades, Grey looked around with a concerned expression. They were in the final Boss room of the Misty Mountain dungeon, they had defeated the Boss, and his mother was still waiting for him to show up and rescue her on Misty Mountain’s peak. At least he hoped she was. He stared at the room’s exit with unfocused eyes, lost in thought. 

	“I know what you’re thinking,” Damsel said, her voice shocking Grey out of his mind.

	“You do?” he asked dumbly.

	“That the peak of the mountain, and your mother, are beyond that door.”

	Grey nodded. His expression, a constant battle between fear and determination. 

	“But you’re wrong,” Crow said. “That door does lead to the path that’ll take us to the peak though.”

	Grey looked at Crow seriously, expression darkening. “How do you know that?”

	Crow grimaced. “The map at the trailhead, haven’t we talked about this already?”

	“We have, but there wasn’t a map at the trailhead. You’re lying again, Crow. And before we take a single step out that exit, you’re going to tell me why,” Grey said. “And why you’ve kept your Quests hidden from me and Damsel.”

	The accusatory, aggressive words boiling in his brain sounded unnatural, even before he said them aloud. He’d really never been good at the whole condescension thing; it just wasn’t in his storyline. 

	Crow looked genuinely surprised.

	Grey lowered his voice to a whisper. “And you’re going to tell me why you met with that Illusionist back in Misty Village. And why you always lie to us.”

	Crow folded his arms defensively and raised an eyebrow. Damsel moved to stand at Grey’s side. Grey waited for the answers to his questions. 

	Crow glowered at Grey. “Just because I don’t tell you everything, doesn’t make me a liar.”

	“Actually,” Damsel chimed in awkwardly. “Crow, you’re kind of a pathological liar. And not even a good one if I’m being totally honest.” She turned to Grey. “I haven’t told you, because I didn’t want to cause any additional drama between the two of you while we were, you know, fighting for our lives...and because I really can’t focus when there’s a lot of drama going on. But, well, Crow. Every time you lie, you have a little surge of negative energy. I promise I’m not trying to feel it, but…” She shrugged. “Empath problems?”

	“I hate Empaths,” Crow growled. 

	“Answer my questions,” Grey repeated. He nodded toward Damsel. “We’ll know if you’re lying.”

	“This is going to happen right now, isn’t it?” Crow asked. “You really want to know?”

	“Yes.”

	“Fine. In order of your accusations,” Crow said. He unfolded his arms and cleared his throat. “I know where that door leads because I’ve been here before, with my father. It was something about a prophecy some seer approached him about. He said it’d be important for me to know the layout of this dungeon. My Quests are hidden because then you would know it isn’t my first time here. The short answer to all of your questions though, is this: my father’s dying words were instructions. He told me that the time of the prophecy is at hand. That I am to protect you, Grey, on your Quest. And that the agents of Lorem Ipsum would try to stop us.”

	Grey didn’t believe what he was hearing. “Are you saying this prophecy has something to do with me?”

	Crow turned to Damsel. “Elvish lie detector, have I or have I not been telling the truth?”

	“He wasn’t lying,” Damsel said. She put her thumb and forefinger on her dainty chin. “Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve ever heard Crow lie about anything serious. He avoids topics, for sure, but he only really lies about stupid things, like how many cigarettes he smokes a day. And when he’s bragging, but I get the sense he is just exaggerating instead of really lying.” 

	Crow looked back to Grey.

	“That still doesn’t answer why you went to the Illusionist,” he said. “And why would anyone be trying to stop us?”

	“You,” Crow said. He poked Grey in the chest with one finger. “Lorem’s agents are after you, Grey. Not us.”

	Grey tried to respond, but his thoughts were too tangled up. He stammered something incomprehensible.

	“You think they kidnapped your mom at random?” Crow asked. “Out of literally anyone in the village, they picked your mom. Seriously. You realize how stupid that is, right?”

	In a matter of three sentences, Crow explained the rest; how he’d persuaded the Illusionist to use her powers and send the white wizard’s agents in the wrong direction, that his own parents had been part of a secret organization dedicated to fulfilling the prophecy, and that they still had a ways to go before they reached Grey’s mother at the peak of Misty Mountain.

	Grey doubted every word, but Damsel gave a thumbs up when he looked at her for confirmation.

	“Okay,” Grey said finally.

	“Okay?” Crow and Damsel asked in unison. 

	“Thanks, Crow.” It had been hard for Grey to push the words out, he still didn’t trust the Rogue and had less than fond feelings toward him. But if Damsel said he was telling the truth, Grey believed her. “If we still have a long way to go, let’s get a move on.”
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	It was early afternoon but, if he hadn’t gleaned that information from his HI, Grey wouldn’t have believed it. The sky was dark with clouds and the incoming storm was growing close. The sun was somewhere behind those clouds, Grey was sure, but if asked he wouldn’t have been able to point it out. 

	At least the Misty Mountain finally seems… misty. 

	Grey’s eyes traced the path leading up and out of the mist to the peak. The way ahead was narrow, so they had to walk single file. Due to the wind, snow from the east side of the slope blew up and over the mountain’s ridge, making footing treacherous.  

	On both sides of the ridge, a scattering of sharp scree descended into the misty depths. Depending on one’s perspective, the rocks could have been either a positive or a negative. If one of the heroes fell, the rocks would likely stop them from sliding into the blanket of fog some hundred feet below, but if that were to happen, the rocks wouldn’t so much as break their fall as they would impale them. Positive or negative though, the three made their way along the ridge.

	As if the route wasn’t difficult enough on its own, the wind beat tirelessly against them as they trudged on, and drifts of snow clouded their vision as they shifted the fresh snow, which eddied around their feet. Grey slipped while maneuvering around a rock, and his foot slid a few inches before Crow caught him and hoisted him back up. 

	Taking a deep breath, Grey watched the disrupted snow tumble down the steep mountain side, picking up momentum as it went until it reached a thin, jagged canyon of protruding rocks. Parts of the small avalanche funneled through the canyon, and others shot off and over, disappearing into the heavy layer of mist below.  

	“Thanks,” Grey muttered.

	“Be more careful,” Crow grunted.

	 

	 After a while, they approached a section of the ridgeline where its path widened like a cartoonishly clogged tube as well as leveled out to a gradual slope. Grey pulled his new Quicksilver Duster tight, and turned up his collar for protection from the biting wind. His hoodie had been warm for certain, but without the gift from Dōkutsu Grey would have been significantly more uncomfortable. It didn’t escape his notice that the gifts for Crow and Damsel, too, had been cloaks. All three heroes would be struggling much more atop the frigid mountain without their gifts. He made a mental note to scratch the giant canine’s ears for the thoughtful presents if he ever saw him again.

	Shortly after, the ridgeline narrowed again. The party approached a monstrous spine of rock with only sheer cliffs on either side. 

	Crow had stopped for the others to catch up. When they did, he explained how they were going to traverse this obstacle. He scaled the wall by stabbing the rock with his daggers, dislodging them, then stabbing them further along, as though the giant rock protrusion was nothing but a mounted climbing peg board. 

	“Can you imagine the grip strength he must have?” Damsel commented, impressed.

	“And the strength he must have in his back,” Grey added, unable to help himself.

	“I don’t know, Grey,” she speculated. “I really think it’s more the small stabilizing muscles rather than just his back.” 

	 

	Crow: Will you two come on already?! 

	Damsel: :/ 

	Grey: We’re coming.

	Crow: You guys seriously neglected your training.

	Grey: Is that right? 

	Grey: And how exactly should we have trained for this?

	Grey: a rock wall, on top of a mountain. . .

	Crow: Like I did.

	Damsel: Elaborate, please. 

	Crow: I had a climbing peg board at home, specifically for if I ever came across obstacles like this.

	Crow: Obviously.

	Grey: Why am I not surprised?

	Crow: #Groan. Come on, just do what I do.

	Crow: It’ll be easy.

	 

	Damsel and Grey mounted the wall, and quickly realized that when Crow had said “it will be easy,” what he’d actually meant was, “It will be easy for me, but you two will definitely struggle.” 

	The two friends had to use teamwork, and after watching them struggle for a little too long, Crow actually climbed back to help. While hanging onto one of Vesper’s blades with one hand, he used the other to explain what they were doing wrong and how they could be more efficient. Grey had difficulty listening, distracted by how anyone could hang from something for so long with only one hand. 

	As peculiar as the Rogue’s suggested process was, it worked. Once or twice, Grey mistakenly looked down while hanging from the hilt of his sword, and gulped. Gods, was it a long way down. 

	Finally, they made it around the spine.

	Grey and the others pressed on, and the ridgeline grew increasingly erratic. While there had been dips and rises throughout, the further the party traveled the more dramatic the irregularities became. Each time, Crow went first, and then directed the others where the best handholds and footholds were. And when they weren’t climbing canyons or trudging through ever-deepening snow, they met more of the rock spines. 

	At least I’ll probably get more than +1 Dexterity when I hit Level 10.

	By the time the mountain’s apex, and the end of the Hero’s Journey, came into view, it was late evening. Wordlessly, they came to a simultaneous stop. The heavy breathing of the three young people was drowned out easily by the howl of the whipping wind, unbroken, as they stared at the talon-like structure topping Misty Mountain. 

	“The Crown of Claws,” Crow supplied. He looked darkly at Grey. “We should find your mother there.”
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	As they approached the structure in near darkness, Grey found that the Crown of Claws was a very fitting name. Rocky spines jutted up along the outside walls, forming a roughly circular arena. Grey counted sixteen of them surrounding the arena, curving inward. They looked like a talon about to clamp shut.

	While Crow studied the skies, and Damsel readied her crossbow, Grey’s eyes were locked on the tall archway that would lead them inside. Just beyond the door, something caught his attention. A figure hanging limply in the center of the arena, bound by black rope.

	“Mom? Mom!” Grey yelled, lurching forward. 

	“Grey, wait,” Crow said, trying to grab his ally’s shoulder. “You don’t know if…”

	“Shut up.” Grey shrugged off the cautionary hand, and sprinted toward her. He could see his friends trailing him in his peripheral vision, but they mattered little.

	Damsel ran after Grey as he passed through the open archway into The Crown of Claws, but she collapsed suddenly to her knees, scraping them on the ground. She dropped her crossbow, and clasped her hands over her amulet. Gripping tight to the talisman, she rocked back and forth as squalls of agony flooded through her pores and into her very being. She felt it seize her heart like a rip current pulling a child into a rising wave, trapping her in its twisting tube before breaking, plunging her underwater. Whipped, thrashing her soul against severe, sharp reefs. Again, and again. Suffocating, she sucked in gasps of fluidic air, and plummeted into hysteria, trying to claw her way out of the maelstrom. Futile. Overtaken by a paralyzing madness.

	Grey didn’t notice.

	Crow couldn’t notice. He was shoulder to shoulder with Grey, swiveling around to scan the arena, when his own nightmare struck. An auditory nightmare. To his right, a sudden suffocated scream punctured reality, and he spun, slashing at nothing but air. Another voice came from over his shoulder, and he slashed again. Nothing. Then, like a riot, more screams broke out around him, echoes of shadows trapped within the Code, trying to reach out for someone to take their place. The sounds took shape. Hundreds of horrid figures, all howling. Elongated faces, mouths gaping so far open their sallow skin looked stretched like taffy. Jagged faces, flesh draping over their bent and battered skulls like mismatched masks. All of them with distorted bodies, scratching with fingernails -- worn down to bone -- to break free of their funhouse-mirror-like cages. He repeatedly spun and slashed at those shapeful sounds, but to no avail. And so, he did what any logical Rogue would do; he slashed faster.

	Grey reached the center of the arena where his mother dangled, bound and hung by a thick black rope that appeared to be floating in mid air versus actually being tied to anything on the other side. He looked at her grossly swollen ankles, and then up to see the bruised and bleeding legs. She wore a simple nightgown, which was tattered and blood stained. Finally, he looked at her face. She was breathing, alive, but only barely. Grey took a few steps back and used Boomerang on the ropes that bound her. Her limp body collapsed to the floor. 

	“Mom,” he muttered again, dropping to his knees before her. He cast aside Shield of the Misnomer and resituated himself as he pulled her to him and rested her upper body on his thigh, cradling her in his arms. “You’re alright. Mom, you’re going to be alright.” There was no response at first. He repeated the words several more times while frantically stroking her hair, trying to coax her back to life, before dropping his forehead to touch hers. She smelled stale, her breaths heavily suggesting halitosis, but he was grateful for that smell nonetheless. She was alive, and that was all that mattered. “I promise, mom. You’ll be alright.” 

	She coughed, hacking specks of blood onto his cheek, and corrupting his nostrils with the smell, but then she spoke. “Son…” her voice cracked, familiar but fragmented. Her eyes peeled open, revealing jaundice as her gaze wandered “Son, is that you?”  

	“Mom,” he exclaimed, just happy to hear her voice. “It’s me.” 

	She finally met his eyes, and reached her hand up to his cheek. “Oh, my son.” she hacked, releasing more of the viscous liquid; blood and bile. Like her insides were a bubbling, popping swamp.

	“Mom,” he sniffled, wiping her lips with his jacket sleeve. 

	“You saved me,” she said.

	“We got each other’s backs. Always.”

	“You’re such a good son. I know you love me.” 

	“Of course I do. I missed you. I’m sorry it took me so long.”

	“Help me up so I can hug you,” she said, sweetly. “Such a good son.”

	Something about it sounded strange. Not just delirious, but dark. Still, Grey didn’t care. She was alive. He hoisted her up and hugged her. “I love you, mom.”

	“You love me so,” she said, draping her arms over his shoulders, and resting her head against his neck. “Oh, such a good son. Such a very good boy. Dear boy.” Her pitch raised, like a cooing sing-along, but it sounded hollow, abyssal. “Oh, dear sweet boy. Sweet boy. Oh, so sickly sweet, my son.”  

	“Mom,” Grey stammered. “What’s wrong with your voice.”

	She hadn’t stopped her rambling and, with every word, her pitch raised, and the tone simultaneously darkened. Grey asked again what was wrong, but she just kept babbling nonsense, and the sound decayed into sharp dissonance. He tried to pull away and look at her, but she held him tighter. 

	“My sweet boy...” a wheezing mewl.

	His nightmares and multiple experiences with imposter versions of his mother should have prepared him for what happened next, but love and worry blinded him.

	“Give your mother a hug!” she screamed, laughing maniacally.

	Grey tried to pull away, but her embrace tightened and clawed fingers dug through his jacket and into his back, breaking skin. Then, as though the passing milliseconds were hours, she putrefied. From his current position, he could see only her neck and back. The flesh exposed by the collar of her ruined dress there turned a sickly green as she bloated like a week old corpse. Noxious gasses of decay escaped from her mouth, nose, ears, and even between cracks in her skin. Her hair fell out in clumps onto his shoulder, revealing insects clattering across her scalp. Like shards of broken glass being pulled from a wound, he felt her fingernails retract as they shrank back into her fingers.

	Logic finally weaved its way through his emotions and smacked him across his cognizance with an advisory so unsympathetic it might as well have come from Crow.

	This is not your mother, Grey.

	His “mother” had not stopped putrefying. Fluids drained out from her mouth and nose. The blisters popped, squirting puss on Grey. Then she dried and her skin looked like shavings of wood. The wind blew, peeling the fleshy flakes from her face as she told him she loved him so much she could eat him.

	For some reason, Grey thought that was perhaps the weirdest part of it all. Whatever reservations he’d had previously were gone—the cannibalistic statement could have been called a dead giveaway, but undead giveaway would probably be more accurate. 

	Grey’s fingers found purchase on his shield and he gripped the rim as he shoved the creature to the ground. He equipped the shield properly, looking down at the monster imitating his mother with righteous fury. The Skill he used didn’t require a verbal component, but he used one anyway.

	“Catalytic Flame!”

	The Phosphorus stone ignited the atoms in the air, then blasted forward in a concussive succession of thousands of fireworks. The recoil sent Grey flying back. While tumbling, he saw the explosions impact on the creature. A brilliant display of pyrotechnics. Every millimeter of her body detonated and exploded. The resulting hailstorm of rancid fluids and undead body parts was putrid, but glorious. 

	Grey had taken damage from the recoil, of course, but it was the last thing on his mind. His fury was not quelled by the death of the imposter, he scanned the still-smoking arena for whoever left this horrific trap for him. Propped up on one elbow, he noticed Crow: panting, the Rogue had his swords held out defensively, and was swiveling around erratically. Grey’s vision landed on Damsel, who was on her hands and knees, staggering to recover. Like himself, Damsel and Crow had been subjected to some terrible illusion, broken only when Grey blasted the area with a Catalytic Flame. 

	He was about to ask them what had happened to them, when something stole his focus. 

	Several flecks of ash were accumulating only a few feet in front of him, growing in density and tangling around each other like the last remnants of a fire whipped around in a wintry wind. The twisting cloud of ash took shape, constructing the scaffolding of a kneeling skeleton. Slowly, the ash built upon the scaffolding and filled in the blanks to form a scrawny, shirtless humanoid figure; he clutched a gnarled staff with elongated fingers, and used it to rise to his feet. At least, he rose most of the way. He didn’t appear capable of completing the arduous task, and instead remained hunched over like a haggard old man. He wore an almost reptilian mask with a long pointed nose. Black eye holes revealed nothing of what was within. His stringy hair fell down to his shoulders.

	Strangely, the figure did not attack, but instead paced back and forth in front of them with an awkward gait while cackling wildly to himself. 

	Grey downed a Lesser Restoration Potion as his allies approached and took position next to him. Together, the three of them stared in stunned silence at the manic creature before them. Grey Inspected the mad man as Crow disappeared into shadows and Damsel took aim with her crossbow.

	 

	
		
				Tor The Demented:
Once a man like any other, Tor had dreams of entertaining others on the largest stages. Unfortunately, his lack of talent kept his acts of puppetry in slums. A fated meeting with the white wizard, Lorem Ipsum, blessed Tor with unbelievable powers, and the moniker ‘Demented’ all in one evening. Now and forever more a devoted servant of the white wizard. 

				Level: 15
Health: 750/750
Disposition: Hostile

		

	

	 

	If Grey had held any doubts about the haggard old-lizard man’s mental state prior -- he hadn’t -- Tor’s description made certain to clarify that he was, in fact, stark raving mad. As such, the logical part of Grey doubted very much that Tor would be of any assistance in helping him locate his mother. The logical part of Grey had no say in the present moment, though. The Misnomer was consumed by fury.

	White knuckling the hilt of his sword and vice-gripping the handle of his shield, he marched forward and shouted, “Where is she? What have you done with her?!”

	Tor tilted his head and stared at Grey through the black holes in his mask. He waved his staff, but said nothing. Instead, he convulsed with laughter. Grey continued his march, now pointing his sword at Tor threateningly.

	Damsel slowly followed Grey with her Silk Parasol Crossbow aimed slightly over his shoulder. The Misnomer had not stopped marching or shouting, and his body blocked any clear shot the Empath would’ve had. When he was within fifteen yards of Tor, the Summoner raised his staff to the stormy clouds and jibber-jabbered his nonsensical words. The sky surged, pulsing with static. In a cacophonic succession, a firewall of pixelated lightning bolts crashed down onto the arena between Grey and his foe. The bolts sent out a shockwave of distortion.

	Grey had just enough time to use Shield Wall. Shield of the Misnomer projected an image of itself four times its own size as the shockwave struck. Thin, ragged strings of color appeared on the barrier, corrupting the defensive Skill with each passing second. Around him, the world distorted like an underwater plasma ball. And then panic struck.

	Crow was not protected by Grey’s Shield Wall. The Rogue had crept behind Tor, invisible, part of the shadows. When the area of effect attack was released, it struck Crow, causing a physics glitch that froze him in place as his body lit up like he’d stuck a fork in a power outlet. He didn’t die immediately, though; the first volley of lightning had left him with a handful of HP. As he attempted to pull a Restoration Potion from his inventory, however, the second volley blasted him to graphical hell. 

	His dimensions distorted. His pixel density plummeted, granulating his appearance and serrating his edges like a blown-up JPEG. He screamed. His graphics retrogressed in stages until he was hardly recognizable. Nothing more than 8-bit pixel art. Warbling, dissonant drones consumed his pained cries. 

	With a last meaningful look at Grey, Crow disintegrated.

	 

	A member of your party has died.

	 

	“No!” Grey shouted, as the shockwave finally dispersed. 

	The bolts which had crashed into the ground grew, absorbing light and energy, until they were as fully formed as they ever would be. Each of the pixelated beings had the build of standard infantrymen, but they had no distinguishable features —mere suggestions of what could be rather than what was. Standing over seven feet tall, their entire bodies were covered in severe texture glitches, and each small movement caused a visual stutter. Perhaps the strangest characteristic, however, was that even though none of them had mouths, they were all producing noise. Not words, or even anything recognizable. Like feedback loops of scrambled audio files. 

	Looking at the featureless monsters, recognition hit Grey like a ten ton hammer. These creatures had no place in Bitworld. They were misnomers in the system. Errors. Like him. There was something incredibly profound in that understanding, but Grey couldn't put his finger on exactly why that was. 

	Grey Inspected the nearest of them, hoping on hope that more information might help him identify this feeling he couldn't explain. 
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	As he read the fragmented Inspection table, Grey felt the air leave his lungs. He dismissed the table and triggered Inspect again, unable to believe that One, the One, had left him a message directly. On seeing the same table of information a second time, Grey didn't question it. He did what he was told. He wasn’t sure what he’d find, but Grey closed his eyes and focused his attention inward.

	At first, it was just darkness, as one might expect with closed eyes. But as he examined himself, Grey saw what One wanted him to find. A white light, pixelated, fragmented, and incredibly similar to the summoned glitches closing in on him and Damsel. As he focused on it, the light grew brighter. And then bigger. It swelled, and with it, a feeling of rightness. 

	I am the Misnomer. Tor has no power over me.

	Mere seconds after closing his eyes, Grey’s entire being was bathed in the pixelated light and he felt an immense power from his toes to the hairs on his head. When Grey opened his eyes, he saw that every one of the summoned glitches were frozen in place. The Summoner himself was whacking one of them with his staff, shouting at it to attack, but it didn't move. 

	Grey looked down at his sword hand. Pixelated lines of glowing, pulsating light had replaced the veins on the back of his hand, causing an eerie texture glitch along his flesh, and even slightly distorting his physical structure. It wasn’t just his hands, though. Whatever the luminescent power was, it took up real estate across his entire body, shining even through this thick jacket. 

	Weird. 

	He cross-referenced the appearances of the glitch mob with his own, and his hoped-for theory was confirmed. 

	They really are just like me. Except they don’t have my brain, or my free will. 

	“Transmutation.” 

	The Shield of the Misnomer in his hand shifted into its two-handed axe form as he unequipped his sword. He confidently stepped forward, ready to kick glitch and take names. 

	Damsel held out her hand to stop him. “Something feels off.”

	“Keep an eye on Tor while I deal with these...these —” his voice took a tone of disgust — “things.”

	Poutingly blowing air from her bottom lip in exasperation, she groaned. “Seriously? Shouldn’t we plan an attack? I get that you’re angry, but there’s a lot of those things, and —”

	“Damsel. They’re all frozen. I can handle this.”

	“Yeah, okay,” she said, training her crossbow on Tor. “Keep you updated on Tor.”

	Grey slowly, confidently, marched toward the nearest of the summoned glitches. With each step he took, the energy within himself intensified. He stopped arm’s length from the glitch, when he heard his axe thrumming. He looked at its massive blade, which was now vibrating with a blue-white aura. He nodded, understanding. This is what he was meant for. This was why he’d been given the Misnomer Class, to purge Bitworld of Lorem Ipsum's glitches. 

	He cut the eight-foot tall glitch down in one swift strike, causing it to explode into a shower glimmering pixels. The pixels peppered Grey, but did no damage. He repeated his process on the next closest glitch, and then the next, and then thirteen more times, slicing every frozen foe down to bits with a single blow. Clouds of glittering, distorted pixel dust hung in the air, and even littered the arena floor. 

	There was but one of the minions left. Tor was hiding behind it. 

	Grey walked across the arena, dragging his battleaxe across the ground behind him, and in one swift sweep, destroyed the Summoner’s cover.

	Tor gulped. There was now an axe against his throat.

	“Where is my mother?” Grey demanded. 

	Instead of cowering or answering, Tor burst into another fit of wild laughter. Grey scrunched up his face. This wasn’t going according to plan. “Where’s my mother,” he repeated, pressing a little harder against Tor’s throat. “What did you do to her?”

	Tor did not look worried, and again refused to answer.

	“Don’t make me kill you.”

	Tor only laughed harder.

	“What the hells is so funny?!” 

	Damsel sighed. “He knows you won’t kill him when he’s on his knees.”

	Grey scowled. “Yes, I will.” He looked over his shoulder at Damsel, she looked away. “I will. Just watch. I can kill him. Just...just...” He turned back to Tor. “Tell me where my mother is or I will cut your head off, I swear I will.”

	And it was then, that for the first time, Tor uttered a complete sentence. “Where’s my mother?” His Grey impression was almost perfect.

	Fury, and also embarrassment, consumed Grey. “Fine. If you won’t give me answers, then you’ve left me no choice.” 

	“Wait, wait,” Tor stammered. “I’ll show you where she is.”

	“Yeah?” 

	“Absolutely. I promise. You won’t like it though. Nowhere! She’s nowhere. Because you don’t have a mother.” Tor cackled his worst cackle, it sounded like a group of hyenas barking at a choir of old witches. 

	“Okay, now I’m done with you!”

	Grey pulled back his two-handed axe to get full range of motion for an optimal head-severing swing. He hesitated, and immediately regretted that hesitation. 

	As it turned out, Tor was surprisingly spry for a hunched back old mad man. His figure was kneeling one second, then there was a glitch, a blur, and the next thing Grey knew, Tor was behind him. A sweaty palm cupped Grey’s forehead.

	“I’m afraid you’re not going to like what you find, but…you did ask.” He jabbed Grey with his fingers, and incanted, “Shelled Soul!” 
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	Static flashed across Grey’s world, then blipped to black. He found himself hurdling backward through the darkness, arms flailing, body toppling end over end, eyes searching for the ground. But as he plummeted downward, he found only the void.

	His momentum eventually slowed, and he was able to float through the darkness. Like the pressure of deep-sea swimming, Grey was not able to move easily, but each minute action resulted in a change of direction or momentum. Confounded, he moved his arms to rotate himself around, and hopefully gain some insight into what the heck had happened. As he turned, he swiveled his gaze; up, down, all around. 

	No way… Am I inside myself? It’s not possible. 

	The very idea threatened his thinning grasp on reality. The simplest explanation is rarely the most abstract, but the more he contemplated the conundrum and looked at his surroundings, the more true it seemed. Shelled Soul’s effects were definitely befitting of its name. 

	His body was a hollow shell and his consciousness existed only as a tiny avatar within. It was as though his body was some monumental statue, hollowed out, and his mind was now trapped deep within.

	With that image in mind, Grey closed his eyes and adapted the size comparisons to the best of his ability. Best he could tell, the tiny avatar representing his conscious mind had fallen from his head, only slowing its fall when it reached his gut.

	Okay, but how do I get out of here? 

	He looked around. Small bits of light were filtering in from the skull some fifty feet above, and he swam toward them. As he did, questions congealed in his mind: was Tor actually trying to show him something about his mother, or was this just another illusion? The second question caused Grey to swim faster but, even as he did, curiosity still had its hold on him. He couldn’t help but wonder. 

	What if he really is trying to show me something about my mother? But, if so, there was the obvious question. Why?

	His strange prison mutated as he moved closer to the top.

	A massive grid system replaced the blackness. The rectangular boxes were as tall as his avatar, but wider. The majority of them were simply black, but a great deal were displaying moving pictures. 

	What the heck?

	Grey swam toward the nearest one for a better look. 

	Warm color tones bathed the scene before him in a nostalgic surreality. He instantly recognized the characters on the screen. How could he not? His mother was there, his father too, and they were sitting in a bed with their six-year old son, Grey. His father was reading from Adventures of Bron & Screech while his mother scratched his back. 

	A memory?

	Grey fondly reached out to touch the memory screen but, when he did, static shot out from his fingertip and across the entire memory screen, distorting the image. The distortion spread until the screen shattered, showering him with shards of pixelated glass. He braced himself with his arms held in front of his face. The shards hitting his skin pulsed and then exploded into hundreds of luminescent grain-sized glowing pixels. 

	There was no damage dealt, and he felt no physical pain. Through the shattered screen, he saw a different moving picture, and looked through, hoping to catch his parents again. 

	Cold, barren color tones drowned the scene in a contrasting hyper reality, and he wished he’d never looked into it. It didn’t look like a memory at all. It was as though he was looking through a broken window. On the other side of the window two youngish men that resembled the prototypical depressed Tier-4 NHC; both were wholly unremarkable. The only thing that seemed to really distinguish the two was muscle mass. One of them must have spent his entire life in a gym and the other, not so much. 

	They were arguing about something. Grey focused, turning his ear to the window for optimal eavesdropping, and found that he could understand parts of what they were saying. At first it was only segmented words or phrases, but the more he listened, the clearer their voices became.

	“But not like, weird stuff. Right?” the muscular one asked.

	“The construct is just giving him normal memories,” the other replied. “You know, like his parents reading him bedtime stories and stuff.”

	My parents? Are they referring to me?

	His thought process hiccuped when he heard a man shouting from another of the empty black squares a few screens over. He approached and saw the same two men. This screen, not shattered like a window, gave him a much clearer view. The muscular man paced back and forth in front of the other, a scraggly looking man with a three-week beard patching his smooth face. 

	“Dude, no. Just let the construct do its thing,” the scraggly one was saying. “Don’t program Grey with a memory of his dog dying at a young age. That’s messed up, One.”

	“Fine, then I’ll write in a memory of him begging his mom for one, and then not getting it,” One said. “Pain is good for growth.”

	“Fine,” Zero replied, his hands held out in compromise. “But I don’t think we should tamper with the memory process too much. It could lead to a pretty confusing existential crisis down the road. That’s like, probably the worst case scenario for our little hero.”

	"We can give him little advantages this way, though. Pain and challenge create growth. Why not write in that pain, he would benefit from it without ever experiencing it."

	"Find another way," Zero said, his tone firm. 

	"Fine. Let's make his rival a total jerk. A total jerk who is better than Grey at everything," One suggested. 

	Zero shrugged. "Yeah, alright."

	Zero and One? Why are they talking about… me? 

	The scene faded to black, and he floated away from it. And then something strange happened. 

	The black space previously occupied by who he had to assume were the gods Zero and One was now being populated with brilliant white Binary left to right. A second layer of text formed over it, then again, and again, until another visual loaded. 

	A ten-year old Grey standing beside his mother at the window of a pet shop. He was pointing to a puppy on the opposite side of the glass, and at that exact moment, Grey felt a strong sense of longing, and pain. He remembered that puppy, and remembered the name he would’ve given it — Screech, of course — and he remembered pressing his hands to the window and how the puppy had gotten onto its hind legs and pressed his paw against the glass to meet Grey’s. 

	Grey swept his arms forward and shouted at the memory in angst, shattering it. And through the screen, once more, he could see the gods. Their conversation in this scene was clearly heated.

	“What do you mean Grey went off script?” One demanded, the veins bulging in his arms threatening to pop with each syllable as he paced anxiously. 

	“Lorem,” Zero said, as if that explained everything. 

	“Lorem what, Zero? Lorem is a name, not an explanation.”

	“I wish I could tell you more, seriously. We don’t know how he does any of the things he does. My best guess is that he somehow located the construct that writes Grey’s code and, you know, infected it.” Zero sighed expansively and pouted in a way that looked odd on a grown man. Then his expression turned speculative. “But don’t get all hot and bothered over this. It may actually be exactly what Grey needed.”

	One started to speak, and then closed his mouth, still pacing. He repeated the process two or three times before finally deciding on a single word. “How?”

	Zero shrugged. “When Grey’s construct was infected, Lorem’s corruption became a part of it. It’s dormant, for now at least. Depending on how the corruption and Grey’s code interact, one of two things will happen. One, the corruption dominates Grey and we end up with a second Lorem. Two, Grey’s code adapts and he becomes stronger than we could have ever hoped. But if our little Misnomer does adapt, he’ll have a power we never could have given him on purpose.”

	One looked at Zero hopefully. “You don’t think…” 

	Zero nodded sagely. “I do. Grey’s always been the hero of the story. We did even give him machina as a passive ability. This kind of thing was almost bound to happen. Yeah, I do think Grey is the hero that will defeat Lorem and rid Bitworld of his corruption.”

	Grey was lost in hyperventilating chaos. His thoughts raced, questions flooding over more questions; some that favored denial, some pride, some related to ethics, many suggesting the existential crisis mentioned in the previous scene. 

	No…

	It was enough to break the young Misnomer.

	He fell away from the shell’s window and floated hopelessly in the darkness of despair, literally as well as figuratively. Suspended like a sad and lonely ghost, he wrestled to find a semblance of meaning in everything, in hopes it would be enough to invigorate him enough so that he might ascend the depths of depression. But the chaos of confused curiosity only gave rise to one sensation, a sense of injustice.

	Am I just your pawn?

	He raced from screen to screen, tearing one apart after another. Shards of pixelated snippets from moving memories showered the darkness, flashing when they touched him, then shattering into clouds of pixels. Again, and again, and again until, finally, something comforting reached out to briefly touch him through one of the screens, hope.

	Hope came in the way that it usually did for Grey. A cute girl with sparkling eyes and elf ears, holding a basket, wearing a pink dress. Damsel, the first time he’d laid eyes on her. When he’d been so sad and so afraid, and she’d knocked on his door and in her peppy voice welcomed him to the neighborhood and proceeded to invite him to take a tour of the town. On the tour, Damsel spilled her whole life story to him, and said she thought they should be best friends and someday get married and build a family of rescues so the beasts that no one ever loves can have a good home.

	The reason it brought hope wasn’t simply because it was Damsel in the memory, it was that when he manically attempted to tear this screen away as well, nothing happened. The memory screen would not break, no matter how hard or how many times he hit.

	It was profound, in a way. Relieving. It grounded him. Some things that he remembered had really happened. 

	An empty black square directly to his left was being filled in, and he watched as Damsel once again came into view. Not the Damsel who he’d met two years ago, but current Damsel. She was screaming at him to snap out of it. She kept frantically turning her head, glancing at something in the sky behind her as texture glitches kept corroding her perfect face. Damsel was clearly in trouble. 

	Tales often tell of a knight saving a damsel in distress, but what those tales all leave out is the moment in the knight’s life directly before he is called to action; lost, directionless, searching for meaning. This suggests that really, when it all boils down, it’s the damsel in distress who saves the hero — from themselves. As such, whether it’s some greater purpose, a family member, paying the mortgage, or saving a partner from hell, all heroes need a (proverbial) damsel in distress. Grey was lucky that his damsel was so conveniently named.  

	Grey realized then that, even if some of these memories were false, he knew that some of the scenes displayed on the screens surrounding him were real. Damsel wildly attempting to get his attention was one of those, and it was her panic that gave him the strength and courage to ascend from his self-pitying despair into heroism. 

	Grey broke free of Tor’s Shelled Soul attack.
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	Static pulses surged through the sky, lighting the clouds with fragmented, neon sparks of energy. The storm had only intensified while Grey was under the effects of Shelled Soul. Frigid water came down in sheets, bending against the howling wind. Grey breathed a sigh of relief when he didn’t see Tor, and another when he laid eyes on Damsel.

	Damsel was seated, legs sprawled under her uselessly like a paralytic that’s fallen out of their wheelchair. She was shivering, staring blankly at her legs, which had received a severely sinister downgrade to their resolution. They were now a similar PPI to those of Tor’s summoned glitches. Her upper half was the same as it had always been, beautiful and perfect. She finally made eye contact with Grey, her exquisite features flashed with a succession of quick, erratic texture glitches. 

	“Grey,” she said. The word got repeated, “Grey, gre—grey…” and the tone of her voice sounded like a beginner-level bard experimenting with bending notes on their electric lute. “Help me — can’t. Tor  — changed — tusks — careful — beam-beam-beeeaaa.” 

	A decayed, reverberating roar thundered from the clouds above, and Tor’s new draconic form appeared, splitting through the clouds. It glitched, duplicated and displaced, then fully formed a couple feet to the right of where it’d first been revealed. 

	The form was not remotely what Grey had imagined when he’d first been told that a dragon had taken his mother. It wasn’t even really a dragon. Tor was, in fact, a wyvern. As the wyvern began a glitchy dive, Grey quickly tried to Inspect it to see if there’d been any other notable changes. To his surprise and dismay, everything about the summoner’s makeup had transformed; from the description to the stats. In his glitchy new form, Tor was sporting a jaw dropping 5,000 HP. Only the moniker ‘Tor the Demented’ remained the same.

	Grey nervously sized the wyvern up as he neared, fidgeting with his grip on Axe of the Misnomer. The gargantuan abomination looked like the result of a mad scientist’s first attempt at creating a chimera, using far too many beasts. Its long tail, a scorpion’s stinger. Two shapely, elephantine hind legs ended in wicked claws.  with feline paws the size of Crow’s ego. Its lengthy torso protected by a layer of thick, overlapping scales. Instead of forelegs, like a Dragon, Tor’s scrawny human arms were stretched then, seemingly, grafted onto leathery wings that ended in small clawed hands. Extending from the back of each wrist were long, serrated sickles. Tor’s face had transformed completely, now a mash-up with features from a dragon, ram, and sabertooth — tusks, twin-horns, slitted eyes. Tor landed on the Crown of Claws with earth-shaking heaviness.

	The dragon did not hesitate to attack or even cackle with his insane laughter. Without ceremony, Tor opened his fanged mouth wide. A crackling orb of white and blue formed within, expanding to fill Tor’s maw in an instant. And then Grey understood why Damsel had been attempting to warn him of a ‘beam’. Violent, pulsating, and expanding as it moved, the Glitch Beam shot toward Grey, devouring data, and distorting everything in its path. 

	Grey wasn’t fast enough to jump out of its path, and he had no defensive Skills due to Shield of the Misnomer being in its axe form. All he could do was hold the axe in front of him in hopes of lessening the damage he would surely take. Tor’s attack was not deterred by Grey’s desperate effort. It enveloped him entirely. 

	Grey’s world distorted into white and blue light. His nerve endings were a symphony of pain, skin against a thousand cheese graters, knives scraping bone, muscle fibers tearing as his entire body was destroyed. He tried to fight it, tried telling himself that man cannot be defeated, only destroyed, again and again. 

	This is what it feels like to be destroyed. 

	Destruction, however, sometimes has its benefits. The Glitch Beam destroyed the body that Grey had always known but, when it came in contact with the strange new power at his center, the Misnomer was remade. The pain subsided, replaced with numbness as the Glitch Beam was consumed, pulled into the pixelated light he'd found within himself. It infused his body, changed it. Strengthened it.

	It was then that he understood what One had meant when he’d told Grey to look within himself. He discovered his own reality, his inner truth, that he was not the same Tor’s summoned glitches. Grey wasn’t a corruption inside of Bitworld, he was an adaptation. He didn’t fit with the rest of Bitworld, because he wasn’t supposed to. He was different for a reason. So that he could cleanse the world of Lorem’s corruption.

	When the transformation was complete, Grey was something entirely new. He retained his unimpressive build, but he was now covered in prismatic radiance. He pulsed with the energy, casting brilliant rays of synthwave. Geometric fractals painted the darkness around Grey in a massive sphere. He realized then that, somehow, he wasn’t standing on anything. He was hovering effortlessly a few feet off the ground. 

	The wyvern noticed too, flapping its great reality-distorting wings to back up and put some distance between itself and the Misnomer.

	Strange, Grey thought. Some sort of positive physics glitch? 

	He smiled. 

	Grey glanced down at his now crystalline Axe of the Misnomer. It was time to show this corrupted wyvern just how different they were. 

	Brimming with energy and refracting a sphere of glorious light, the Misnomer sped across the arena. Even though he was five feet above ground, his energetic field carved a rent in the rock below, sending debris into the air like the wake of a speedboat. 

	The wyvern tried to fly behind one of the towering claws, and Grey blasted right through it. Tor unleashed another Glitch Beam, but Grey split it in two effortlessly. 

	Facing off in the air between the crown's claws, Tor and Grey traded blows. They flashed and pulsed as they zipped about through the sky. Each attack and counter created explosive shockwaves, showering the earth below with sparks. 

	Grey had gotten distracted by the sensation of flying. He reminded himself that he wasn't here to play games. Tor had met each of his blows, and returned his own, a stalemate. Yet, Grey knew he hadn’t played all of his cards. There was a Skill, or perhaps a technique, pounding in his chest, waiting, begging to be released. He knew what he had to do. 

	As Tor approached again, reptilian jaws unhinged and opened wide, Grey lifted his axe while Tor was still some thirty feet away. 

	“Machina!” he shouted as he brought the axe down. 

	With a brilliant explosion of sound and light, Grey purged Bitworld of the malevolent glitch. His attack ruptured reality, tearing at the fabric of the world, cracking the sky like glass. It propelled Tor through the air, his body crashing through rock structures before landing down between the claws of the crown topping Misty Mountain. After only a second, the massive wyvern form melted away to leave a scrawny, shirtless, pathetic old man lying motionless on the ground. 
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	When Grey returned to reality it wasn’t just one reality he found. There were eight more of them.  From where he stood it looked like a kaleidoscope of realities. They looked like his own, but in each reality he saw three young heroes that looked vaguely like himself, Crow, and Damsel. All of them were on the ground, bloodied up, none of them were moving. He was silent for several minutes as the world around him restabilzed, trying to wrap his mind around everything that had just happened, and everything he was seeing now. He didn’t even notice that Damsel had wrapped her arms around him until he heard her soft sobbing against his chest. Nor did he see exactly when Crow had returned from the clutches of death, but the Rogue was now approaching the pair with a questioning expression. Grey returned the look easily, he had a few questions of his own.

	He felt dizzy, then nauseous. He couldn’t breath. Or think. He wanted to vomit. A tall man dressed in white came into view in one of the other realities. He turned, looking through the octagon of realities to make eye contact with Grey. He winked, and then plunged his hand into one of the young heroes lying broken on the ground. When he removed his hand, the man was holding a ball pulsing with lines of zeroes and ones. Without ceremony, he put it in his mouth and swallowed. Grey  no longer wanted to vomit. He had to. Doubling over, he let go. 

	A surge of sound penetrated his brain fog as Grey spit out the last of the bile. He wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve. The other realities were shattering before his eyes. In the middle of the octagon, a white star flickered. It pulsed as it swelled. In a booming climax, the other realities and the white star exploded, sending Grey skidding across the ground. When he looked up, the octagon was gone. In its place, the man in white.

	This isn’t real, he told himself. You won. It isn’t real, Grey. It can’t be. 

	The man was Lorem Ipsum, there was no doubt in Grey's mind. The gleaming white wizard was floating toward him, holding his plague-white staff. His body was lean with visible musculature beneath. The expression staining his features was that of disgust and boredom, though a wild excitement grew as he drew nearer. Grey instinctively tightened his grip around the handle of his axe and raised it to attack. 

	Lorem Ipsum was not swayed, and his increasingly wild excitement did not dim. With nothing more than a flippant hand gesture, Grey was immobilized. 

	 “So,” came the sophisticated voice of Lorem, “you're Grey. The Misnomer. Last hope of the so-called gods. It's a wonder they kept you hidden for so long. I guess you have him to thank for some of that," Lorem said, lifting his chin toward Crow. The Rogue was standing with Damsel now, both frozen in place. "Alas, here we are."

	“What have you done with my mom?” Grey demanded.

	“Oh? The loving, encouraging woman who always told you that you could be a hero, just like all the other boys and girls?” He laughed, but there was no humor in it. “I wonder if she knew how stupid it was to let you take the tutorial. That fool, Deavios, too. I left a very specific trap in the Academy’s tutorial ages ago, knowing that someday you would have to enter. You have my little present to thank for this new power…” his voice dropped to a snarl. “My power."

	Grey gritted his teeth. “Where is she?”

	Lorem went on, ignoring the interruption. "The second you did, I knew exactly where to find you. Your silly friends only delayed the moment of our meeting.”

	"You're lying," Grey said. 

	“Am I?” Lorem shook his head. "No. I knew, of course, when you reached my pet. It was a good fight, Grey. I was impressed when you defeated Tor."

	"What have you done with my mother?" Grey asked again.

	Lorem Ipsum looked truly disappointed.

	“Don’t ruin our moment,” Lorem said coldly. 

	“What do you want from me?” Grey demanded, his eyes brimming with tears. He'd been through so much to get to this moment, and he was desperate for answers on every level. 

	“Ah, now that,” Lorem said, a smug smile replacing his disappointment. “That’s a better question.”

	Grey gulped as the white wizard floated nearer. There was only a foot between them when he came to a stop. Grey tried to take a step back, but his body didn't budge. Lorem's breath smelled like bleach. 

	“Then tell me,” Grey managed. 

	“You are the last of the nine. The last piece of the puzzle. I don't want anything from you, little Misnomer." Lorem scratched his chin contemplatively, and then grinned. "I need you. With the nine at my command, I can finally leave this… this simulation."

	"I'll never be at your command," Grey spat defiantly. 

	Lorem laughed. "You always have been. It’s funny how stupid our so-called gods can be. They thought they were creating you to defeat me, when in reality, they were signing my ticket out of here. They would have been better off without interfering. At the very least, they could have hidden you somewhere within this forsaken place. But no. They gave you all the qualities of a hero, and then even added friends and family, encouraging you. Of course you’d want to become the hero.” He took a deep, satisfied breath. “How could you be anything else?"

	Grey glared. He would waste no words. There had to be something he could do.

	“And now,” Lorem said. “It all begins.”

	“What?”

	“Everything, Grey. Everything. You and I are leaving this simulation together. Tell me, would you like to see what a real world is like?”

	 


Notes

		[←1]
	 Grey ignored the aesthetics of loading screens whenever he felt like they were becoming too numerous. He couldn’t have told anyone how, but a part of him knew that seeing the screens packed together so closely might hinder something called pacing—a word which had been programmed into his mind without a definition.




	[←2]
	 A safeguard the gods put in place so that people who were careless about who they allowed to be friends (due to wanting the appearance of popularity, no doubt) wouldn’t find themselves subject to over-excited fanboys/fangirls just lonely and desperate enough to think friendship allows for invasion of privacy (i.e. stalky lurking). 
 




	[←3]
	 This excluded strategy games, puzzles, reading comprehension, imagination sparring sessions—Grey was quietly near the top of his class in that stuff —and, of course, choosing what to eat.




	[←4]
	 Unsurprisingly, Grey also rarely raised his hand when he knew the answer to a question—which was often—and he frequently scribbled the wrong answer on tests to make sure he never got a higher score than a B. The grade ‘A’ might as well stand for ‘Attention’, in Grey’s book at least.




	[←5]
	 The best way to enter a portal is to not let the portal know you’re entering; nonchalant whistling helps. Portal casually.




	[←6]
	 Of course, he could have stored the items to sell later, but Grey had never been very attentive in any lectures that dealt with how to transfer success in adventuring into daily life. 




	[←7]
	 The gods, having much experience with buddies, considered that a strange thought process—if you don’t keep in touch with someone, isn’t it obvious that’s for a reason?




	[←8]
	 Music in Bitworld has been carried over from the music found in the world of the gods-- mainly because they’d used their own playlists to score their coded planet.




	[←9]
	 Elves’ ears are three times more sensitive than the ears of any other race. 




	[←10]
	 Got away implies the one was ever had. This was more like a guy looking in through a window at his dream girl as she flirted with a non-gender specific person, who had the courage to go up and talk to her in the first place.




	[←11]
	 Since his father’s disappearance, the two largest influences in his life had been his mother and his mentor, Deavios. In many cases, this worked out all right. But the problem with a quasi-father figure not being in direct contact with the actual mother is that communication falls through the cracks—even worse than with typical relationships. Deavios, who bought everything that caught his fancy, set a less than frugal example. Grey’s mother, like most good single mothers, was very frugal and taught him to be as well. But, Deavios’s example was always more enticing.




	[←12]
	 The gods, who are sometimes a little too paternal, believe the first ten Levels of any hero’s journey need to be focused on basics, and that Levels 11-19 were meant to be those where mistakes were made.




	[←13]
	  Admiring an exquisite sculpture is not the same as saying, “Oh, if she were real. I’ll tell ya…” 




	[←14]
	 Sociopaths: an elite specialization of the Ranger Class, Sociopaths are the shadow side of Empaths. And because Empaths have a natural talent for understanding the emotions of others, they have a greater understanding of how malleable emotions can be. Consequently, an Empath who gives into their shadow side learns effectively twist the emotions of unwitting victims for their own gain. There is also a third path, but it is rarely spoken of.  




	[←15]
	 A prominent figure that travels for work, constantly running around delivering riddles and poems to heroes who typically couldn’t care less for poetry or riddles. It’s a thankless job, but the salary just can’t be beat. When not working she lives alone on a distant red planet.




	[←16]
	 In some cases, pseudo-intelligence. There are those who wear such glasses to fit a role, but there are several who already fit a role of “sexy nerd” and just so happen to need glasses. The two are commonly mixed up, particularly by the sort of tech-advanced gnomes who refuse to let pretty girls into their nerd-club—despite wanting nothing more than to ask said sexy nerd out on a date. This has been thoroughly researched by the Ancient’s Academy of Anthropological Mysteries, and studies have shown that it might have something to do with fear of rejection or—equally as common—a male tech gnome’s lack of socialization with the opposite sex (an activity which also lends itself to misogynistic misconceptions and poor character development when said males write females into their scrolls).  




	[←17]
	 One might even call it divine—i.e. Deus Ex Machina




	[←18]
	 Rolling down the stairs, the skull complained about getting out of the dungeon business. The Foreman over Project Misty Mountain marked the complaint and sent it to HR, knowing that they wouldn’t even read it.




	[←19]
	 The Skill’s success suggested certain personal preferences. Caverna Vesper was not into elves.
 




	[←20]
	 Substitute: The user sacrifices a third of their remaining Health to create a guardian (or guardians) that have double the Health of the amount sacrificed.
   




	[←21]
	 It never ceased to amaze anyone how quickly a person could down a Potion in Bitworld.




	[←22]
	 If he’d had the cognitive ability to make an educated guess at the time, he would have probably gone with the shoulder impalement. Then again, it could be argued that fear of imminent death is in itself quite painful. The problem with that argument, however, is that fear is typically something you’d feel around 20% Health. By the time you drop below 10%, you’ve already given up on being afraid as there are just far more important things to focus on—like, for example, a terribly painful shoulder impalement.
 




	[←23]
	 An uncontrolled study performed by The Academy of Useless Anthropological Nuances proved without more than several shadows of doubt that it is almost impossible for a human to look away from a disaster. This study had been a high priority at the time, for the previous Head of Research felt it necessary to understand why traffic always got so bad after a carriage accident. It had been called the Rubberneck Study. It was never looked into by anyone outside the Academy.




	[←24]
	 Which is really just another way of saying, “I have no idea what I’m doing, but I have to justify foolishness somehow.”




	[←25]
	 “Did you catch that?” One asked, his fingers speeding across his keyboard.
“Catch? Catch what?” Zero asked around a mouthful of pizza. “He found some crafting material, so what.”
One used a clone save-state to rewind. “No,” he said. “Come here.” 
Zero rolled his divine rolly chair across the floor and gestured for his partner in godliness to go on. 
One hit play, and pointed. “He was in the desert Instance. Then he blipped. And when he returned, he wasn’t in the Instance. Or, it was an Instance. But it wasn’t ours.”
Zero asked, “Who’s was it, then?”
“I don’t know. I think he hacked his way off world. If so...” One rubbed his eyes.  
“Well, ummm…” Zero shrugged nonchalantly. “Maybe he didn’t mean to?”
“That’s worse.”
“Nah.” Zero considered his stance after he spoke, though. “Okay, maybe it is. What do we do?”
“Search the coding for Misnomer, see if there’s something off.”
“Something else off, you mean.”
 




	[←26]
	 Damsel often said that Bron was the definition of toxic masculinity. She did add, however, his toxicity was a rare sort that made him almost lovable. His courageously stupid bravado was harmless to everyone except himself. He was also very respectful toward women. A bit quick to fall in love with them, sure, but respectful nonetheless. Oddly enough, it was typically the women who objectified him—it is difficult to see someone as romantic potential when their pecs are dancing, they’re comically charming in an oafish sort of way, and they’re wearing a furry loincloth.




	[←27]
	 The Gods, of course, took note of this. 
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= Loading Chapter Eleven

T a dungeon, you can often know you're on +e right path by
whether or net you are evcountering mousters. In this regard, the
pursuit of self growth is similar +o questing; a hero might know
+hey are headed +oward greatvess by the amount of trials they
must face. As such, it is vot the path of least resistance we must
take to reach max-Level, but rather, the path of most resistance.
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Loading Chapter Ten

Defivitions for commonly used terms

Farming (2): Killing innocent creatures for EXP.

While common on many different platforms within Bitworld, farming
is not 4 respectable practice. Unless, of course, you plan o use that
little rabbit for food. They aren’t particalarly tasty, but they do
Provide lean protein, a vital macronutrient for any aspiring hero.
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Loading Chapter Thirteen

Tip: when intentionally 4raiving your Strength stat, a true hero
wever skips leg day.
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Loading Chapter Twelve

Sleep is a finicky thing, acting in whichever way she sees fit. while
she’s not always logjical, her approach often correlates with an
individual's decisions during the time which had preceded.
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Owce upon a time, Prophecy selected a dashing, young Warrior +o find
+he Source Gem, save a princess, defeat the Exil One, become a
widely cherished king, and live happily ever after with the princess.
But this Warrior struggled mightily with mental illness avd, as with
all quests, where the path grows harder before victory, his journey
sent him down a path of darkness. Just days before finding the
Source Giew, hiis nner demons got the best of Vim and he abandoned
Vis auest. Ouly +o find out later +hat +he Source Gem was only just
around the corver.

Stay strong, hiero. You vever know hiow dlose you are +o success wntil
\ou reach i, or duit.
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Beware the Entity. Solutions are wot always as they seem. She has
a prodlivity for twisting outcomes for her ovwn personal pleasures.
Her pleasures are rarely without harm +o the host.
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Loading Chapter Two

“Zero herel The Academy was founded on the strange votion that, if
allowed +the opportunity, every student has the potential +o be
great. Many times, a student doesw't fail due +o lack of intellect, but
rather because everyone has a different way of learving, These
+hings must be considered when it comes +o education. Given the
proper education, anjone can be something amazing, Take One, for
example. He vever even graduated. And vow He's creating entire
worl—"

“Zero, please stop divulging iy backstory.”

“Sorry, Ove.”
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“Hello, and welcome +o Bitworld. Our uames are Ove and Zero, People
refer +o us as gods. This world is ihabited by adventurers of many
classes, each with +heir own path, Your path... wait, what was your
name again?”

GREY...]

“Grey. That’s a fine namel You are ewtering our world i a time of
peril. The white wizard, Lorem Tpsum, aud his legion of glitches seek
even vow o claim +he Nine for his own. Bitworld is in danger. Our
salvation is up +o you.”

- Oe and Zero
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“Tip: Due +o Bitworld's programming, it is best wot +o dwell on past
failures. The world algorithms pick up on +he repetitive, negative
+houglrts and +eud +o anto-populate accordingly. For example, if you
often have thoughts such as, “No one likes me,” antime you Hhink
+he word like’ , the algorithm infers the rest of the thought and
assumes you prefer +o wot be liked. The result: any new individual you
interact with feels compelled +o disiike you. Be kind +o yourself,
hero.”

Love, Zero
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“Bitworld Academy is a safe place where students can study, meet
future party members and—if they so desire—slay mousters in a
controlled environment.”

Statement taken from Academy Fall Enrollment
‘Brochure
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“I remember when I read about Ove's decision 1o ban Beta Boomer
(Gen NHCs from being involved in Bitworld's political decisions. At
first it seemed callous, pernaps even +yrawical, bt +he more T
+hink about it, the more T believe He had the right idea. Why should
tiose ancient dinosaurs (those who've never fouglrt an oo, Killed a
Boss, or had +o make ends meet by being a convenience store clerk)
Vave a say in y life? ”

-- ARogue Willewnial Gen girl, who wishes +o remain anonqmous.
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“Atthough Tier 2 Beta Boomer Gien NHCs are allowed freedom of
+thought, they're only allotted a max of +wenty pre-selected
responses. Those oo dull +o receive a higher Class shouldn't bother
intelligewt individuals with their dim-witted remarks, terrivle
grammar, or archaic Views. Heroes dow't have time o listen o
idiots, let alone +ry and educate them.”

—Ome.

Ref. Tssue #24 Bitworld Facts and Philosophy.
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“Perhaps demons were never meant +o be conquered. No hero has
ever reached greatvess without resistance. If we believe this +o be
+rue—and we do—then theoretically speaking, would the heroes who
forever battle demons have more potential tham those who do not?
Regrettably, these are things we didw't ik about when creating

Bitworld.”

~Owe and Zero (ut wmostly One)
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Over time, programming dictates that a hero must wage war on
their inner demons. These confrontations don't grant EXP as inner
demons canot be +ruly defeated—they merely +ake differewt
shapes, presenting themselves as trauma or stories a hero tells
themselves..tbe”

-Ove and Zero
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Definitions for commonly used terms

Farming (1): Patroling a zone or area repeateds in order +o harvest
plants, materials, or reagents.

In a comedic twist of events, this definition of farming’ means
precisely what one might think. Sce “Loading Chapter Ten’ for
alternative definition.
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Tip: Earving Respect

In life, earving the respect of others will +ake vou farther than vou
ever would have guessed. To earn the respect of others, vou must
demand it. The best way +o demand respect is with a uge freaking
sword.

Alternatively, be kind when vou can be kind, Be gracious when you can
Ve gracious. And always lead by example.

Nerdict: Winen you cannot e Kind, and you cannot be gracious, and vou
canmot follow vour own advice, vou do vot deserve respect. Work on
vourself before attempting to demand respect from others.






images/00030.jpeg
Loading Chapter Thirty =
Tip: Lot

When advewturing, often times vou will find that going the wrong
way leads o secret treasures. When it comes +o deciding which way
is the right way', pick the way with seeret treasures.

Leave o stone unturved.
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Tip: Avoiding self-harm

Your pockert is ot a good place for your dagger. when it comes +o
daggers, the ond opposite the handle is (ideally) duite poirty.
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“Tf you're ever unsure whetner you have a good idea or wot, find
Someonc wiho disagrees with you. Theyl force vou o iron out the
Kinks.”

That's winy One and T work so well together. He has reasonable
ideas, and TVe got a knack for making anything wreasonable. Who
needs order when there are disasters +o discover?

-Zero
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Tip: Navigation
Climbing the tallest tree vou can find is a good way +o scout out an

area. A better way is +o find someone that's been there before, and
ask them.
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Tip: Economics

1. You can use mowey to pay for goods and services
2. Not all services should be purchased
3. Buy low, sell Vigh

And always remember, the price of a good or service does ot always
properly represent its cost o vou. There are several factors that
0 iwrto calculating +he economic cost of any decision you make, but
wone are more important +han fime. Use it wisely.
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Tip: Tirkerasting with NHCs

When coufronted by an NHC with a limited seript, it is best +o keep
+he conversation short and simple.

Pro Tip: Tuteracting with NHCs

When confronted by a wandering salesman, it is best +o keep the
conversation from happewing.
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Tip: Wiaking friends

People like people like themselves. That is a fact. You camot be like
everyone, and therefore you canmot be liked by everyone.

Verdict: Be yourself.






images/00028.jpeg
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Tip: Looking cool in combart

The best way to look great while fighting is +o outlive your enemies.
s a second option, consider a oy freaking sword.
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Tip: Stick it

Tn many situations, a figurative leap of faith can lead +o amazing
results.

T every situation, a literal leap of faith is a poor choice.

Koow vour limits, hero.
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Tip: Staving off the radar of local authorities

When Visiting a new area or zone, always refer o the zoue specific
laws.

Additional Tip: Life advice

Never, under any circumstances, speak to the authorities. Nothing
wou say will EVER be used for your benefit. Save it for your court
case, hero.
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Tip: Stat Traiving (Dexterity)

#is painful a5 i might be, practicing Yoga is still one of +he fastest
ways o increase Dexterity.

Note: you don't need o practice enlightenment or believe in their
namaste ways o effectively increase your Dexterity.
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Tip: Fightting a dangeon boss
There is wo one strategy +o defeat a dungeon boss. Wany have reach
an enrage effect after a certain amount of +ime in combat, others
have several stages that can be trigaered by any namber of

Variables.

Owe thing s for sure, if vou're standing on a glowing red dircle: move.
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Tip: Stat Traiuing (Constitution)

The reason so few heroes develop a truly amazing Constitution stat
i siimple, nobody ewjoys doing cardio. There are many +hings that will
benefit you that you may not exjoy.

Always remember +his: i+ doesw'+ have +o be evjoyable +o be
beneficial.
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Don'+ judaje a ero by their features: ot all muscle-vound warriors
are morons. Ouly most of +hem, To effectively +ell whether you are
iwteracting with a fool or wot, simply ask +hem.

*Note: not recommended for making friends.
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“Though Zero and One are the KNOWN gods of Bitworld, a +hird god
las been rumored +o exist: RNG. The Random Number Generator, as
far as we can decipher, has wore power than either Zero or One in
dictating any single aspect i life on Bitworld.”

--Cited from the Lexicon of Bitworld, volume 3, version 3¢
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Tip: Living vour best life

TDeath may not always be permanent in Bitworld, but it is almost
always unpleasant.

Aveid it if at all possivle.
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Tip: Talking smack

Unlike many commonly used attacks, the effects of talking smack
cannot be quantified vumerically. Do vot let Hhis dissuade vou from
+aking advantage of the strategic value of smack-talk.

*Note: Recommended for battle, ot making friends.
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There is a common wmisconception that introversion equates +o a low
Charisma Score. This is vot +rue. You can prefer solitude and still
captivate when vou choose +o socialize.

STF you choose to sotialiee.
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Tip: Stat Training (Tnteligence)

To this day, reading is still the most effective form of Tuteligence
Traiving. Additionally, reading the right beoks grants a bonus +o
Charisma.
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Tip: Stat Traiing (Strength)

Weight [ifting is an effective forn of Strengith stat Traiving. Wake
sure o lift the weight with proper form until muscle failure. This is
where the 4rue growth occurs.
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Loading Chapter Eighteen
Tip: Stat Traiuing (Charisma)
Charisma is perhaps the easiest of Stats +o +rain for. Pursue your

cariosities, work toward passions, help when you're able. And most of
all, practice NOT being a jerk.






