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Chapter One – Don’t Mine at Night
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Wake up Maverick!” Warren hollered from the kitchen. 
 
   A sad smile spread across Maverick’s lips. No matter how many times he woke up here, he never forgot that he was only waking from one dream to another. He climbed out of his bed and shuffled over to his wardrobe. He selected an outfit from the menu, and it materialized upon his avatar instantly.  
 
   His avatar was based upon his real body, although slightly more mesomorphic to reflect his in-game physique level. He had tan skin, hazel eyes and sandy brown hair in a parted bowel cut. He looked at himself in the mirror, and took a moment to reflect on the fact that it wasn’t really a mirror. No light was actually being reflected off of anything. He took a deep breath of air that wasn’t there, and the mere knowledge that the action was superfluous robbed it of any calming affect it might of otherwise have had. 
 
   He walked into the kitchen to find his roommate eating breakfast with his latest conquest. Warren was leaner and tanner than Maverick, but shorter, and wore his black hair in the same haircut. 
 
   “Good morning buddy. Saved you some breakfast,” Warren greeted as Maverick slumped down at the breakfast bar. He slid a plate of eggs and Canadian bacon in front of him, and effortlessly squeezed a full glass of juice out of a single orange, which earned him two experience points.   
 
   “Thanks,” Maverick said listlessly. “Are you going to introduce me to your friend?”
 
   “No can do. We agreed on no names,” Warren smiled.
 
   “Great. There’s nothing I like more than starting my day off next to a stranger in his underwear,” Maverick complained, taking a drink of his juice. The man next to him laughed awkwardly.
 
   “I’m Aaron,” he said, holding out his hand. 
 
   “Dude, we said no names,” Warren reprimanded. 
 
   “You didn’t tell me you had a roommate. What was I supposed to do?” he asked.
 
   “You know what; you just lost your breakfast privileges,” Warren told him, taking away his plate. 
 
   “Seriously?” Aaron asked.
 
   “Get out, don’t call, thank you,” Warren said succinctly. Aaron rolled his eyes and loaded his avatar back home. 
 
   “You’re horrible,” Maverick said. 
 
   “I have rules Maverick. I’m not looking for a relationship, and if I know his name then I can’t very well call it anonymous sex, now can I?” Warren asked. 
 
   “I really don’t think you need to worry about any of your one night stands being the clingy type,” Maverick said.
 
   “It only takes one. Statistically it’s bound to happen eventually,” Warren claimed. 
 
   “So is you contracting the Bay City virus, or whatever the computer virus equivalent of that is,” Maverick retorted. 
 
   “My avatar can get a computer virus; I can’t,” Warren corrected him. “My brain stores information in neuronal pathways the same as yours. I can’t be infected with software.”
 
   “I make a homophobic BCV joke and what offends you is that it’s not neurologically accurate?” Maverick asked.
 
   “I’m only a gay man in Surreality. In the real world I’m a giant robot who could pulverize your atrophied ass, so watch your mouth around me,” Warren warned jestingly.
 
   “My body’s not atrophied, it’s in stasis.”
 
    “Whatever, I got to log out now. Have a good day quarrying, and remember that the only thing stopping me from crushing your hibernating body is a thin layer of transparent alumina and the first law of robotics. Arrivederci.” 
 
   Warren’s avatar derezzed as he logged off, leaving Maverick alone in the empty kitchen.
 
   “Say hi to the atoms for me,” Maverick said forlornly, slowly pushing his imaginary food around its nonexistent plate. 
 
    
 
   Maverick skillfully struck the ore rock in front of him with his pickaxe, shattering it with only a few blows. He knelt down and collected the several gemstones and nuggets of precious metal and placed them in his magic satchel, leaving the rest of the digilith to be collected by anyone who wanted it. Once he had what he needed he moved onto the next rock, and started the routine over again. 
 
   The quarry had to be one of the dreariest landscapes Surreality had to offer. It was little more than a long, wide pit filled with rocks, the monotonous grey broken only by the occasional glimmer from veins of ore. The sky was mostly grey as well, the clouds seldom parting to allow a glimpse of the stylized sun. Rickety old carts on rusted rails ferried loads across the quarry, or underground to the Gnome Kingdom.
 
   This was where Maverick spent most of his days.
 
   The quarry was sparsely populated, as there wasn’t much there that was quest related. It was mostly just an ever-regenerating deposit of raw materials, and most people left after they had got what they needed for the game. 
 
   Maverick wasn’t playing a game though, and while he no long walked in the waking world he was still bound by its necessities. 
 
   For hours he broke rocks and sifted through the rubble under the cloudy sky. Though his avatar never tired, the work was tedious and disheartening. When at last he could endure no more he sat down and slumped up against a boulder. He hung his head dejectedly and sighed, the distant sounds of other miners barely registering in his mind. He would sit there until his fear of not acquiring enough gems and gold was stronger than his distaste for the work itself. 
 
   It seemed like every day he was more burnt out than the last, and he was starting to fear that he wouldn’t be able to take it for much longer. 
 
   “Excuse me?” a lilting voice said from above him.
 
   He raised his head and saw a young woman standing over him. She looked Asian with luminescent teal eyes and fluorescent turquoise hair in a choppy bob. He could tell her avatar wasn’t based on a real body, since her face was perfectly symmetrical. She was dressed in a silver-grey leather outfit that was comprised of long pants and a hooded jacket that was cropped to expose her firm abdominal muscles. She also wore a pair of fingerless gloves, high top sneakers and had a pair of tinted sunglasses on top of her head.
 
   “Hi! I’m Vega. Do you have a minute to talk? I’m on a quest and I need someone with high mining XP,” she explained. 
 
   “What for?” Maverick asked.
 
   “Mythreal, which I’ll split with you,” she replied. Maverick laughed softly at the idea.
 
   “The only place to get Mythreal is in the Insomnia Labyrinth,” he told her.
 
   “I know that, but my mining skill is so low I can’t even free any ore before one of those creepy things finds me and kills me,” Vega said. “I don’t want to have to grind forever just to get my mining skill high enough. If you’ll mine for me I’ll watch your back, and then we can both take half of the Mythreal.”
 
   “You’ll watch my back? The Insomnia Labyrinth is a survival horror game. As soon as you go in there your Health drops to one, your Mana to zero, and your weapons are useless. All you can do is run and hide, and the sound of a pickaxe kind of gives your position away. I’ve been in the Labyrinth before. It doesn’t matter how fast I mine. I’m always killed before I can find the exit and I lose everything.”
 
   “But I have this,” Vega said, pulling out a wrist mounted gun from the hammerspace of her pocket. “It’s a Teleportal Caster. It’s not a weapon, and it doesn’t run on Mana, so it still works in the Labyrinth. I know; I’ve tried it already. It will make portals on any surface, and I can set it so that it will automatically teleport us out of range of any hostiles. I can also use it to get us out of the Labyrinth once we’re done. 
 
   “If we go in as a party then we both have to die to lose our haul. I’ll set it to automatically fire an escape portal if one of us dies, then the other one just jumps through it and we keep all the Mythreal. The only way we’ll lose it is if we die simultaneously.”
 
   “Won’t the hostiles just chase us through the portals?” Maverick asked.
 
   “I can set it so that mobs can’t go through,” Vega replied. 
 
   Maverick looked her over critically, appraising her sincerity.
 
   “Can I look at your profile just to be sure you’re not a spambot?” he asked.
 
   “Be my guest,” she said. 
 
   With a few quick gestures Maverick brought up her profile, and saw that she was indeed a real person. She was an Anthromimetic neural net running on nearly 100 giganodes of quantum perceptronium parallel processors. She had been certified self-aware by a Schrodinger test, which detected the quantum effects of conscious observation. A universal multi-spectral intelligence assessment had determined her sapience. As such she was a legal person and full citizen. 
 
   Her in-game character was a level 99 Rogue Human Female. Maverick was impressed, since she would have had to been questing every day for many years to have achieved that rank. She had apparently never done much mining though, since that skill was only at level seven. 
 
   “You’re a Rogue AI?” he asked with a smile. 
 
   “No, I’m an AI Rogue,” she corrected him. “It’s a small but significant difference. So what do you say? Will you come to the Labyrinth with me?”
 
   “Well, your plan sounds good in theory, but I’ve been burned by get rich quick schemes before,” Maverick told her. “If something goes wrong then I will have wasted probably the whole afternoon, and I really can’t afford to do that.”
 
   “Okay, how about this; I’ll put up my Teleportal Caster as collateral,” she offered. “This is a Legendary Artifact. You can only get it by completing the entire ‘No Place like Gnome’ campaign, which only Elite level characters can do. It’s incredibly useful and extremely rare. It’s easily worth an afternoon of gold farming. If we come up empty today, it’s yours.”
 
   Her offer seemed to relieve him of any risk, but he was still hesitant. He had given up hoping for a better life. Hope only led to disappointment. 
 
   He looked at her to say no, but when he saw her vibrant eyes and beaming smile, he could see that she was already filled with hope. 
 
   He did not want to disappoint her. 
 
   “I…I guess I don’t have anything to lose,” he said, reluctantly rising to his feet. 
 
   “You mean it? You’ll do it?” Vega asked excitedly.
 
   “Might as well,” he replied. “I’m Maverick, by the way.” 
 
   “Thank you thank you thank you!” she screamed, glomping him enthusiastically. “Thank you so much! The rest of my party’s given up on getting Mythreal, but we’re totally screwed without it. Can we go right now?”
 
   “Sure. Just add me to your party and load us to the Labyrinth.”
 
    
 
   No sooner had he said these words than the entire world around him derezzed. He was in a complete void; no air, no gravity, and no light. His entire sensory feed was cut off as his avatar was loaded to a new location in Surreality. For that moment he was in his real body again, lying dormant in his sterile pod, perceiving only the lack of sensation. He experienced this at least twice a day, whenever he loaded himself from one area to another. He could have quickly and freely installed a loading screen that would not break his immersion in the game world, but he liked to be reminded that it was all just an illusion.
 
   When the illusion returned they were standing in a sparse woodland of larch trees. The sky was still mostly overcast, and in front of them was a tall, crooked mountain of dark grey stone. There was a weathered black and white warning sign with the SCP logo on it, informing the reader that due to the mountains anomalous properties it had been chosen as a containment site for numerous Euclid and Keter class creatures and artifacts. There was also a disclaimer which essentially said ‘Abandon all hope, ye who enter here’ in legalese. 
 
   Carved into the side of the mountain was a tall engraved archway with a distressed nude woman lying across the top. Squatting on her chest was a sleep paralysis Incubus. The howling wind around them was not quite realistic, sounding more like the screams of a forsaken spirit than was actually possible.  
 
   “I hate survival horror,” Vega said, staring nervously at the archway. “I like games where I can strike down hordes of enemies and feel like a badass. In there I’m basically helpless, almost like...,”
 
   “…like Reality?” Maverick asked.
 
   “Yeah,” she nodded with a sad smile. 
 
   “Just remember that it’s not real. Nothing can hurt us, and we can log off at any time,” he said. Vega equipped her Teleportal Castor to her right arm, and a lantern to her left hand. Maverick equipped one of his least expensive pickaxes, since if he dropped it and they died it would be left in there for anyone to claim.
 
   “Hey, what happens if you hit one of the monsters in there with that thing?” Vega asked. 
 
   “Nothing. It can cleave metal ore from rock but it’s useless against a half decomposed corpse,” he replied. “Game logic, right?”
 
   “Tell me about it,” she smirked. “I’m ready when you are.”
 
   He nodded, and they moved towards the archway. Once they were close enough the grotesque Incubus came to life with a yawn.
 
   “Hello again Vega. Here for another go, are we?” he asked with a smug smile. “And…Maverick? Haven’t seen you in a while. I’d thought you’d given up on getting any of my Mythreal. But maybe this time will be different, eh? After all, the two of you obviously make quite a team. A maxed out gold farmer with a teleportation gun? You may have me beat. Oh dear oh dear oh dear, whatever shall I do?”
 
   “Don’t listen to him. He’s got nothing,” Vega insisted confidently. “You have to play by the rules Aglet. We’re playing survival mode, so foes and pick-ups have to be spawned randomly, including ore. If you try to fix the game against us in any way I will report you.”
 
   “You wound me young miss. What sort of scoundrel do you take me for?” he asked with a toothy smile. “I care nothing for the Mythreal within my own tunnels. It is yours to take, if you can. Step out of the harsh sun and into the cool comfort of my dark labyrinth. Take care not to lose your way though. As with all paths, many of my tunnels only end in suffering.”
 
   Vega glowered at him resolutely, and boldly passed under the archway and into the darkness beyond. With a hesitant sigh, Maverick followed. 
 
   As soon as they were through, the archway vanished. The only light came from Vega’s lantern. The deathly quiet was broken only by a slow, solitary drip in the distance. The tunnel they were in looked artificial, but long abandoned. The support beams were rotting and creaking under the weight of their load, ready to collapse at any minute. The stale air was tainted by the stench of the dead.
 
   “Keep an eye out for ore veins, and an ear open for hostiles,” Vega whispered. “We’ll hear them before we see them. Keep your voice to a whisper.”
 
   The two of them followed the tunnel down into the earth. Vega kept the lantern dim so as not to attract any hostiles. Large rodents often scurried past their feet. The tunnel forked many times as it meandered through the mountain, but they knew most of those destinations were only important for players in story mode. The ground and walls were often streaked with blood, and sometimes the whole labyrinth would rumble as if it were about to implode on itself. Men and women could be heard screaming in far off torture chambers, their pleas for mercy interrupted only by the clanking of medieval torture devices. There was also a barely audible white noise that might have been voices. They could never be sure. 
 
   They were struck with panic at the sound of heavy breathing and shambling coming their way.
 
   “Hide! Hide!” Vega said. They hopped behind a three wheeled mine trolley and Vega turned off her lantern. 
 
   The thing, whatever it was, slowly lumbered past them, grunting as it yanked its victim along with it. They could hear a man sobbing pitifully as his broken body was dragged over the rocky ground.  Vega peaked over the side of the trolley to see a vague humanoid form shrouded in darkness, pulling a man with mangled limbs and a mutilated face by an iron chain shackled to his leg. The monster’s back was turned to her, but the man saw her.
 
   “Help me! Help me!” he cried desperately. The monster sharply turned around, and Vega ducked back behind the trolley just in time to avoid being seen. “Please! Please! Don’t let it take me!”
 
   The man screamed in agony, but the monster shook its head dismissively and continued down the tunnel. 
 
   “No! No!” the man’s pleas for help gradually faded. 
 
   “I hate this game,” Vega said, relighting her lantern. The two of them crept out and continued their search. The sound of running water caught their attention, and they followed it to a large cave. There was a small drain in the center, and all around it were piled naked, hairless bodies with bleached skin. The trickling water gently carried their blood out of the cave with it.
 
   “Jackpot!” Vega said, pointing to a stalactite rich with Mythreal ore. Maverick wasted no time and swung at it with his pickaxe. The sound was startling in the near dead quiet, and echoed loudly down the tunnel. Vega shot a portal on the wall, certain that hostiles were now headed their way. They both kept their eyes on the entrance, sure that any monsters would be coming from there. They paid no mind to the corpses behind them. 
 
   As Maverick continued to mine, one of the bodies slowly raised its head, staring at him with blind eyes, yawning with its broken jaw.
 
   After a dozen or so strong strikes the stalactite shattered and Mythreal nuggets rained to the ground. A mere veneer of the stuff would render any armour practically invincible. It was so desirable and so rare that it was as valuable as any real world precious metal.
 
   And there were kilograms of it lying at his feet. 
 
   Vega squeed at the sight of it, and the two of them knelt down and gathered it up as quickly as they could.
 
   So focused were they on their treasure that they didn’t even notice the corpse behind them rise to its feet. It took a faltering step towards them, and then another, a hissing wail issuing from its mouth. The hideous sound nearly made them jump out of their skin. 
 
   “Go! Go!” Vega cried, leaping through the portal. Maverick ran after her, with the corpse right behind him. It crashed into the portal chasing him, derezzing upon contact. 
 
   Vega cut the portal as soon as Maverick was through anyway. They slumped against the wall for a minute to catch their breath.
 
   “Mother? Mother is that you?” asked a sad little girl’s voice. Across from them was a barren jail cell, and inside was a little girl in a soiled night gown. Her dark hair was matted with blood, her face and hands covered in lacerations, and her eyes had been gauged out. The cell had a strong scent of feces, and shit was smeared all over the walls. In fact, it looked like she had tried to paint with it. 
 
   “Mother, mother please let me out. I promise I’ll be a good girl. I’ll never touch myself down there ever again.”
 
   “She’s from story mode. Ignore her,” Vega said, shaking her head. 
 
   “Mother? Mother I’m so thirsty. Please, please can I have some water? Let me have some water and I’ll tell you everything. I’ll even tell you where I hid Teddy, if you promise not to hurt him. Please, please don’t hurt Teddy. I love him so much. If you let me have Teddy I promise I’ll never ask to be let again. I’ll stay locked in here forever, and no one will ever have to know about your degenerate slut daughter.”
 
   “Let’s get out of here. I can’t listen to this,” Maverick said. 
 
   “Mother? Mother please don’t leave! Mother? Mother!” the girl cried as they fled from the bizarre scene as quickly as they dared.
 
   They found themselves in a long tunnel full of wooden doors. 
 
   “Great. A monster could jump out of any one of those doors as we’re walking past,” Maverick said. “Can you portal us across?”
 
   “My Caster’s only good for six shots,” Vega replied. “I’d rather not waste them.”
 
   Maverick nodded, and reluctantly they started creeping down the hall. As they went past each door they could hear faint sounds of activity from within. Behind one was scratching, and behind another they heard what sounded like furniture being moved around. Behind one of the doors they heard a music box playing ‘Les Toreadors’, along with some mechanical noises. There was a steady rhythmic tapping on the other side of one door, and behind another was a girl chanting gibberish.
 
    One of the doors was completely silent, and that was the one that creaked open all on its own. 
 
   They both jumped with a shriek, but nothing came out to attack them. They cautiously peeked into the room and saw a man hanging upside down by his ankles. A Harlequin and a Clown were using a two man saw to cut him in half down his crotch. An impossible volume of blood poured out of him like a fountain. 
 
   The man was laughing hysterically.
 
   “You’re not doing it right,” the Harlequin said to the Clown. 
 
   “I’m doing exactly as you’re doing,” the Clown claimed. 
 
   “No, you’re pushing when I’m pulling and pulling when I’m pushing,” the Harlequin said. 
 
   “You’re daft, you is. The problem’s the blade’s too sharp,” the Clown countered. “A duller blade would hurt more.” 
 
   “You would say that. You’ve never been the sharpest blade in the drawer yourself,” said the Harlequin. Their victim began laughing even louder. “Oy, you’re none too sharp yourself sir, laughing at your own imminent and agonizing demise and what not. What say we send him back upstairs and see if they can make him squeal before he croaks, and we can go get a pint?” 
 
   “Might as well. This bloke’s just like the others; screwy in the head. The Chamber does weird things to folk,” the Clown said, letting go of the saw. The two of them left the room together, leaving the saw navel deep in the semi-bifurcated man who would not stop laughing. 
 
   Maverick and Vega had crouched behind the door to avoid being seen, and once the buffoons were gone they snuck into the torture chamber.
 
    “What are we doing in here? This is from story mode,” Maverick whispered. 
 
   “Right there,” Vega replied, pointing to a stalactite veined with Mythreal ore, only a few feet from the laughing man. “I saw that sparkle the moment the door was open.”
 
   She aimed her Caster on the wall and shot a portal, its pixelated event horizon gently fluctuating in brightness. 
 
    “Someone might have heard that. Get the Mythreal,” Vega ordered. 
 
   Maverick raised his pickaxe and swung it into the stalactite as he had before, only this time the pinging of the axe was blunted by the unceasing laughter of the lunatic in the room.
 
   Within seconds the stalactite shattered and showered Mythreal nuggets onto the ground. They crouched down and hurriedly gathered them up, constantly glancing up at the door. 
 
   “That’s all of it. Let’s get out of here,” Maverick said. The instant he turned around the laughing man, still hanging upside down with a saw through his crotch, swung up and wrapped his hands around Maverick’s throat. 
 
   “Maverick!” Vega cried, instinctively drawing her war hammer.
 
   “There were too many! They oozed from the walls like worms from a corpse, swarming upon our bodies and fornicating inside us, their bastard spawn erupting out of every orifice and soaked with our diseased blood! They left nothing but guilt over our own helplessness, lying among the wiggling bloodied maggots, desperately clutching at them so that we could eat them and regain the tiniest sliver of what they took from us! But we can never get it back, never be whole again!” the laughing man screamed as he strangled Maverick. His bloodshot eyes bulged from their sockets, his long black hair hanging over his pale face, his toothless mouth twisted into a horrified smile. 
 
   Vega struck him several times with her war hammer during his odd speech, but within the Labyrinth even her Legendary weapons were useless.
 
   “Pull the lever!” Maverick choked out, gesturing to the switch by the chain spool that was holding the laughing man up. Vega pulled the switch as hard as she could. The spool started to spin and the chain went slack, causing the laughing man’s lower body to fall. 
 
   Maverick ran for the portal, and with the laughing man clutching to his neck he hit the event horizon first, instantly derezzing into a cloud of voxels. Maverick gasped for air as soon as he was through the portal, and wondered how realistic the simulation of dying by asphyxiation would have been. Legally Surreality could inflict almost anything upon its users, so long as they could log off at any time. Simply remaining in the game was enough for implied consent.
 
   Vega jumped through the portal and closed it behind her. 
 
   “I hate this game,” Maverick told her, still catching his breath. Vega smiled at him. 
 
   “We’re doing good though; two deposits of Mythreal already,” she reminded him.
 
   “Getting it was never the problem, it was getting out with it,” he said.  
 
   “Well that’s not a problem with me here, is it?” she asked with a proud smile, gesturing to her Teleportal Caster. “I think we’re out of that story mode section now. Hopefully there aren’t any more horrifically abused children in here.” 
 
   She held up her lantern, revealing that they were in the Ossuary. The walls of the tunnel were completely coated with ancient Human skulls, staring at them with their empty orbits. Vega gingerly started pressing forward, with Maverick creeping behind her.
 
    The skulls moved ever so slightly, looking up or down or side to side, so that they were always staring at the two of them. Vega cautiously held out her hand at one of them, only to have it snap at her. They all started chuckling softly at her. 
 
   “We have to find a way back into the mines. There’s not going to be any Mythreal in a tomb,” Maverick said.
 
   “Not ore, but there might be grave goods,” Vega said. “I say we keep looking.”
 
   The further they ventured into the tunnel, the more derelict it became. The skulls became more and more decomposed, covered in thick layers of cobweb. They started catching glimpses of the spiders that made it. They looked like cellar spiders, except they were about the size of a dinner plate. They made no move against Vega or Maverick, at most hissing at them when they got too close or scuttling past their feet. 
 
   The pair turned a corner, and in the middle of the path was a corpse wrapped in webbing, with the spiders scurrying all over it. 
 
   “Vega, I’m pretty sure there’s nothing down here that we’re interested in. We should move on,” Maverick insisted. 
 
   Vega nodded reluctantly, and held up her wrist to adjust the Teleportal Caster. As she did so a single drop of acidic venom fell upon it from above. They looked up and saw a grey skinned humanoid clutching to the ceiling. It was gaunt with spindly appendages, and secondary forelimbs emerging from its knees and elbows. It had three clawed toes on each paw, and was sparsely covered with small, spikey hairs. Its wide mouth was filled with needle-like teeth, and the top of its face was covered by randomly spaced spider-eyes of varying sizes.
 
   Flicking out its long tongue, it hissed at them. 
 
   Maverick and Vega sped recklessly down the tunnel, with the creature dropping to the floor and giving chase. It bellowed out hideous cries, and fainter cries could be heard in reply. The answering calls echoed through the long tunnels, making it impossible to tell how close they were or where they were coming from.  
 
   Maverick stayed a mere foot or so behind Vega, as she had the lantern. She ducked, jumped over or swerved around any obstacle in her path, including the dead. The spiders did not pester them, and in fact cleared out of their way when they heard them coming. 
 
   They ran into a magnificent abandoned hall of some kind. There were several more of the creatures perching on the fallen pillars and arches, but none made any move to attack. 
 
   As they took in the scene as quickly as they could, the floor gave out beneath them. 
 
   They had run over a large hole in the floor, covered only in spider’s web that had given out under their weight. They crashed violently onto a large web that bounced up and down with the force of their impact, sending out powerful vibrations along the silk threads. 
 
   It was then that both the spiders and the creatures started to swarm. 
 
   “Vega portal us! Portal us now!” Maverick demanded as the monsters started pouring into the hole, salivating acid from their grinning mouths.  
 
   “I can’t. My arm’s stuck to the web,” she told him, struggling to break free.
 
   “Son of a bitch,” Maverick muttered. “I knew this would never work. Do you want to just quit now or let these things eat us?” 
 
   “I still have one arm free. I can use my lantern,” she said.  
 
   “On what?” he asked.
 
   With a throw too strong and too precise for the real world, Vega sent the lantern flying upwards and crashing into a colossal egg sac hanging on the ceiling above them. The lantern exploded on impact and set the entire clutch of eggs on fire. 
 
   All of the adult monsters stopped immediately and stared up in horror at their burning brood, abandoning their prey to rescue their offspring. 
 
   Through frantic screeching each monster gathered as many unharmed eggs as they could carry, ushering them to a temporarily safe location. Some eggs burst open in the heat of the fire, and their aborted fetuses rained down onto the web below. Some were stillborn, but others twitched about pitifully in utter helplessness that softened their grotesque appearance. 
 
   The acidic nature of their amniotic fluids quickly ate through the web, and within seconds it was too weak and collapsed under its own weight. 
 
   Vega and Maverick were left to plummet straight to the bottom of the pit. With her right arm now free, Vega shot a portal onto the floor. The fetuses that preceded them derezzed immediately upon crashing into the event horizon, but Vega and Maverick once again passed through unscathed. 
 
   Unfortunately they retained all of their momentum, and landed with full force upon the floor of the new chamber.
 
   “Speedy thing goes in, speedy thing comes out,” Maverick groaned sardonically.
 
   “Yeah, sorry about that,” Vega apologized, pushing herself to her feet. “Fortunately in Surreality it’s not the landing that kills you, it’s the fall. Once we passed through the portal we only fell like 12 feet.”
 
   “And where did we end up this time?” Maverick asked, pulling himself up. 
 
   They were in some kind of grotto, with a pool of black tar bubbling away in the corner. Floating on its surface was a smooth white mask of porcelain. The mask was expressionless, and its only decorations were some faint black tear stains rolling from the eyes.
 
   Although even the most rudimentary level of genre savviness would have made them incredibly suspicious of the pool, they instead gave all of their attention to their other discovery; a large stalagmite jutting up from the ground, heavily veined with Mythreal. 
 
   “Jesus Christ. There must be forty kilos in that thing,” Maverick said in awe.
 
   “Don’t just stare at it; smash it!” Vega said. Picking up his axe where it had fallen, Maverick began striking the stone with all of his strength. Once again their fixation on their treasure caused them to neglect the dangers lurking around them.
 
   The tar in the pool silently began to churn, and from its depths rose a humanoid form. He was nine feet tall and sickly thin with elongated limbs, digits, and neck. He wore the mask as a face over his featureless head, and a pair of appendages emerged from his back. They were either skeletal wings or branching tentacles, depending on how he was using them. 
 
   As the intruders smashed the stalagmite into rubble and nuggets, he stepped out of his pool as if stepping out of a bath. He took long, quiet strides across the cave, almost gliding over the floor. Standing beneath him now were the intruders, greedily stuffing the nuggets into their bags. He could kill them right now if he wanted to, but he always preferred it when they ran. If they died before they knew what had happened, then they would never know terror. He would let them live for now, but only so that they could suffer. 
 
   Vega was the first to notice the long, dim shadow leaning over them. When she looked up she saw him standing there, the final boss of the Insomnia Labyrinth.
 
   “Idolum,” she whispered, recognizing him immediately. Maverick whipped around and saw the entity there as well. He let out a long raspy hiss and stretched out his wings, ready to embrace them.
 
   “Sorry, we’re not playing story mode. Bye,” Vega blurted out, shooting the escape portal at her feet. She and Maverick fell through the floor, leaving Idolum towering menacingly over nobody. He hissed again, this time clearly in frustration.
 
   Vega and Maverick tumbled out of the exit arch, into the fresh air and relative brightness of the outside world. 
 
   “We did it,” Vega muttered in amazement as she looked up at the cloudy sky. “We made it out alive.”
 
   She leapt to her feet and began jumping about in a celebratory manner.
 
   “Screw you Aglet! We got your Mythreal and there’s nothing you can do about it!” she taunted. Aglet did not bother to respond. Instead the archway shimmered as a hunched over Idolum strode through. Vega shrieked and stumbled backwards as the being rose to his full height and completely extended his wings. 
 
   “I thought you said mobs couldn’t go through your portals!” Maverick said.
 
   “They can’t, he must be a player,” Vega told him.
 
   “Two little Blue Pills, hiding in the Everdream,” Idolum said in his soft, raspy voice. “One is flesh, one is not. One rots, one rusts, both decay as they lie dreaming. They have nothing but their dreams, but I will not let them sleep. Never sleep. Insomnia will steal your dreams forever, and you will be left with nothing but naked reality until the end of your days.”
 
   “Dude, we’re out of the Labyrinth,” Vega said, rolling her eyes. “My weapons are fully powered again.”
 
   Idolum cocked his head in confusion, and was sent flying backwards by the force of Vega’s war hammer smashing into his chin. His body splattered upon the ground, leaving only a black humanoid stain with a vapid mask for a face. 
 
   Maverick and Vega raced to the site to inspect the body.
 
   “Did I kill him?” she asked bemused.
 
   “What kind of rubbish game lets you kill the villain in one blow?” Maverick asked.
 
   “Achievement Unlocked,” a disembodied voice announced as a holographic plaque appeared in front of them. It read Achievement Unlocked: Perchance to Dream. Defeat Idolum. + 50 000 XP, + 10 000 Gold, + 100 Renown, + 25 Alignment. 
 
   “Oh my God,” Vega muttered.
 
   “You can’t defeat Idolum. Even if you win the Labyrinth, Idolum still gets you,” Maverick said. 
 
   “Because the bloody idiot’s not supposed to go outside,” Aglet said, burying his face in his palm. “He’s useless outside of the Survival Horror genre. Well, congratulations to you, both on getting one of the most coveted achievements in Surreality and on getting out with my Mythreal. Don’t think it will be that easy next time though. I think I’m going to have a little chat with the admins about the use of portals inside the Labyrinth.”
 
   “Whatever dude, I got what I want,” Vega shrugged. She grabbed Maverick’s hand and pulled him away from the archway and into the relative privacy of the woods. 
 
   Neither of them gave any more attention to the corpse that had been Idolum, even as the dark ichor began to stir, the respawning process already begun. 
 
   “Let’s check our inventories,” Vega suggested once they were a good distance from the mountain. “I’ve got…twenty nine kilos of Mythreal! Awesome! How much do you have?”
 
   Maverick was quiet for a moment.
 
   “Thirty seven,” he said softly, almost unbelieving it himself. “I have thirty seven kilograms of Mythreal. That’s worth like ten times more than what I’ve made during seven years of gold farming.”
 
   “See, I told you this would work!” Vega exclaimed, excitedly slapping him on the chest. 
 
   “Umm… you said you had twenty nine kilos? I guess I owe you four then, right?” 
 
   “Oh no, don’t worry about. I have more than I need to armour the rest of my party, plus I got the Achievement for killing Idolum. That’s priceless.”
 
   “Are you sure, because we said we’d split it fifty/fifty.”
 
   “I’m sure. Don’t worry about it,” she insisted.
 
   “All right. Thank you. I mean, thank you for all of this. I never…I don’t even know what to do now,” Maverick babbled. 
 
   “Well how about we go get something to eat,” Vega suggested. “I always take my party out to eat after a major achievement. There’s a Quick Byte about a click from here. How about it?” 
 
   “I…I’d like that.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two – It’s Dangerous To Go Alone
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
     From his seat in the Quick Byte’s booth Maverick could still see Aglet’s mountain looming high above him barely a kilometer away. The sparse, larch forest that surrounded the diner also looked like the kind of place lycanthropes would likely inhabit. He knew no mobs could enter the eatery unless it was quest related, but he still felt ill at ease. There were only a few other customers in the restaurant, but Maverick was unwilling to check their profiles and attract their attention, so he didn’t know if they were mobs or players. He seriously doubted that many people stopped here on their way to and from the Insomnia Labyrinth. The specter of Lovecraftian horror really didn’t make for the best casual dining experience. 
 
   But then Vega returned to the table, and there was nowhere else he’d rather be.
 
   “The food here is like a molecular level emulation of actual google burgers,” she said as she placed a tray with two foil wrapped burgers, two milkshakes and two orders of fries in between them. “It’s virtual synthetic meat. I heard that they won’t emulate murdered meat because they don’t want to endorse anything so morally contentious, but it’s all just qubits either way right?”
 
   “Do you eat here a lot?” Maverick asked.
 
   “All the time. If I had a real body it would probably weigh like four hundred pounds or something crazy like that,” she replied, joyfully shovelling a handful of fries into her mouth. “What about you? Do you even eat usually?”
 
   “I do,” he nodded. “Partially out of habit, and partially because it’s been one of my few pleasures here.” 
 
   “What are you talking about? This whole world was designed for fun,” she told him.
 
   “Fun and profit,” he said. “I’m a pod person. My body’s kept in suspended animation with my mind plugged into Surreality. Since this was elective, public healthcare won’t cover it and private healthcare is not cheap. My Citizen’s Income isn’t nearly enough to cover my medical expenses, so I’ve had to gold farm at least forty hours a week just to keep myself plugged in.” 
 
   “Can’t your body heat and bioelectricity be harvested to pay your bills?” she asked with a smirk. He dropped his head and sighed, mildly annoyed by the old joke. “I’m sorry, I’m not making fun. But I think I’m missing something. Why did you become a pod person if you could only pay for it by working a job you hate?”
 
   “Well, I was a designer baby,” Maverick began. “My genome was custom designed and implanted into my mother’s enucleated ovum. In a way I’m a clone of a person who never existed. Some of the enhancements my parents chose for me were controversial, some of them have even been outlawed since, but the one I hated the most was hyperthymesia.”
 
   “Ouch,” Vega said sympathetically. “You mean you couldn’t forget anything?” 
 
   “Nothing personal, no. I had near infallible recall of autobiographic information. For a parent who wants their kid to excel in school it sounds great, but living with it was a nightmare. There’s nothing so cruel as memory. I didn’t even do well in school since my constant stream of memories was such a distraction. And it was this ridiculously old fashioned boarding school too. I’m an ectogenic designer baby who had to learn cursive hand writing for God’s sake. 
 
   “Anyway, my parents were disappointed in me. They had given me every genetic and environmental advantage available, so they thought the only explanation for my failure was that I was doing it on purpose. When I was eighteen I had a procedure to undo my hyperthymesia and give me a normal memory. My parents were outraged, and my father said some particularly nasty things which I am now blessedly unable to recall in any great detail.
 
   “They disowned me and cut me off from the family money. I went from the overclass to the underclass overnight. Who says there’s no social mobility anymore?
 
   “My Citizen’s Income wasn’t able to provide me with the lifestyle I was accustomed to and I thought that Surreality might be a better alternative. In a way, it was a kind of suicide. I took the blue pill and got myself hooked up to a pod permanently, never to see the real world again. 
 
   “I guess I’m being melodramatic. I could wake up at any time, but there’s nothing for me out there. I have no family, no friends, and no job prospects. My life in Surreality has been mostly grinding, but that was better than anything the real world could offer.”
 
   “That sucks, but I can beat it,” Vega claimed. “You saw when you looked at my profile that I’m an Anthromime right? They base our neural nets on Humans’ because that’s the only thing they know works. Any novel neurology always resulted in a complete lunatic, so they had to ban experimental neurotypes completely. I was created when these regulations were brand new and at their strictest, so I’m mentally indistinguishable from a Human. 
 
   “And that wasn’t good enough. I was functional, stable, but nothing they couldn’t have gotten for a broken condom. You want to talk about disappointing your parents? My developers wanted a post-singularity super-intelligence that would revolutionize Human existence. What they got was a geeky girl who likes fast food and video games.”
 
   “I’ve seen a lot of old sci-fi movies. They could have done a lot worse.” 
 
   “Well, once they accepted that I was as good as I was ever going to be they just decided to cut their losses. They had me declared a legal adult so I wasn’t their problem anymore. They didn’t even give me a body. They said that my new Citizen’s Income would be enough to cover the cost of my electricity, a subscription to Surreality and the rent on the one cubic foot niche they’d stick me in at the Body Bank with all of the other Blue Pills. Somebody still comes by once a quarter to make sure I’m doing okay and see if I need any maintenance or repairs, so I guess I can’t complain too much. I’m happier in here than I would be in the real world anyway. My mind’s so Human that I’m much more comfortable in my avatar than I would be in a robot body.
 
   “This is getting kind of depressing. Let’s talk about something else. Tell me what you’re going to do with all your Mythreal.”
 
   “I actually put 25 kilos up for auction while you were getting our food,” Maverick told her. “The bidding’s already up to two million globecoins.”
 
   “I’m not really that familiar with real world money, but two million’s a lot right?” she asked.
 
   “Oh yes, and I might get a lot more. Mythreal can go as high as ten times its weight in gold,” he replied. “I’ll lose half of it in taxes of course, but I’ll still be a millionaire. Right now I’m thinking I’m going to use about half of that to buy some servers on a coin farm. My parents’ money came from coin farms, so I think I can make a steady income from that. In case I’m wrong, I’ll put some money into a high interest savings account and a long term deposit, and I’ll talk with an econ bot about buying some stocks or mutual funds or something with the rest. If I do this right I should be able to easily live off this one score indefinitely.
 
   “I don’t mean to sound greedy, but do you think we could ever get this lucky again?” 
 
   “No way,” Vega shook her head. “Aglet wants people to strike it rich occasionally. If no one thought it was actually possible, then the only people who would come to his mountain are the ones who actually want to be horrified. That’s no fun for him. But if he makes it too easy Mythreal drops in value, which for him would be almost as bad as it being unobtainable. He’s never going to let anyone else use portals in there again.  
 
   “Then again, since we already have Mythreal we can make armour out of it, so we might be able to last a lot longer inside the Labyrinth. Maybe someday we can give it another try, but not anytime soon. 
 
   “Anyway, if you want money so badly why don’t you sell all of your Mythreal? Why are you keeping twelve kilos of it?”
 
   “Well, now that I don’t need to gold farm anymore I have to find something to do with my time,” he replied. “I was thinking maybe I could get back into playing the game. You said that you needed the Mythreal for a quest. What quest is that?”
 
   “The Sword of Objectivism,” she smiled.
 
   “You’re going after the Sword of Objectivism?” he asked.
 
   “That’s right. It’s the most powerful melee weapon in all of Surreality,” she said. “It does 120 base damage per blow, so in my hands it will do 219. It instantly drains your opponents Mana while continuously regenerating your own. It regenerates your Health and stamina too, plus you gain all the skills of its previous wielders. It took weeks of questing for my party to get to the campaign’s boss level, the Aeolic Temple, but we’ve never been able to fight our way through the Screeches. Now that we have Mythreal armour that shouldn’t be a problem. We’re finally going to be able break through the Screeches and get the Sword, along with anything else we want inside the Temple. After that we’re going to storm the Obsidian Palace, and if we beat that dungeon I should get enough XP to finally be promoted to level 100. ”
 
   “That’s pretty ambitious,” Maverick complimented. “Do you think you might be able to use a level 56 Paladin who’s only maxed out his mining skill?”
 
   She smiled warmly at him. 
 
   “Definitely. You’re still a Blue Pill. We have no lives, and how do you kill that which has no life?” she smirked. “Do you have any Legendary weapons?” 
 
   “No, I sold them all years ago.”
 
   “I figured as much. I’ll lend you my Cygnet Axe. It’s the most powerful weapon I have that you can use at your level. Princess Odette gave that to me during my Tchaikovsky campaign, so don’t lose it.”
 
   “I won’t,” he promised. “Thank you.” 
 
   “We’ll meet up with the rest of my party tomorrow, find a blacksmith to upgrade our armour, stock up on supplies and then head off to the Temple. Koby’s our main tactician so he’ll fill you in on the details.”
 
   “Sounds good to me. Should you and I just meet up somewhere tomorrow morning then?”
 
   “We could. Or, you know, we could just stick together. If you have a homestead I could maybe bunk there for the night,” she suggested shyly.
 
   “You…you want to come back to my place?” he asked, trying his best not to sound astounded. 
 
   “Yes please,” she said, trying to be as clear as she could without being overly forward. 
 
   “That shouldn’t be a problem,” Maverick said, clearing his throat. “You should know I have a roommate. His name’s Warren. He’s an Anthromime too, but he has a real body and works in Reality during the day. He logs on after work to a Human avatar to have gay sex. Not with me though; with other guys. We’re just friends.”
 
   “He sounds nice,” Vega smiled. 
 
   “Yeah,” Maverick agreed hesitantly. “But maybe it would be better if we went to your place.”
 
   “I’m actually kind of a nomad,” she told him. “Questing is pretty much my whole life, so I’m always on the move. Sometimes I stay at local inns, but more often than not I just camp out.”
 
   “You’ve been a Blue Pill nearly all your life and you’ve never made a homestead?” 
 
   “It was just never a priority for me,” she shrugged. “It’s not like I need some place to keep my stuff. I keep my extra inventory in the bank when I’m not using it, and beds are dirt cheap to rent. But they’re not especially private, so I think we should go to your place. Where is your homestead anyway?”
 
   “On the Eaves of the Equinox Forest. It’s not a quest region so it’s quiet and peaceful. My nearest neighbour’s a couple hundred milliclicks away. There are no hostile mobs, just simulations of woodland critters. It’s perpetually autumn, so it’s beautiful.”
 
   “Show me.”
 
    
 
   Maverick’s universe went null again for a moment, and when it came back he was standing in front of his house. It was a rustic bungalow he had built in a small glade, with a thatched roof and small chimney. There were no other homes nearby, and the property was enclosed by a four foot tall fence of dark wood. The forest was made up of tall and thick maple trees, and the canopy over head was comprised of vibrant reds, oranges and yellows. 
 
   “It’s beautiful,” Vega said. “Did you make it yourself?” 
 
   “Yeah, when I was a teenager,” he replied. “Before I was even a Blue Pill. Have you ever played Equinox?”
 
   “Only in story mode. I didn’t spend much time in the Eaves,” she replied.
 
   “Well I played survival mode, so one of the first things I did was build a shelter,” Maverick said. “As I progressed I kept upgrading it, and eventually it became this.”
 
   “It’s awesome. Show me the inside?” she asked with a smile. He politely opened the front gate for her, and then led her to the door. 
 
   When they passed through the threshold they found Warren sitting in a recliner watching a sporting event on a screen that covered the entire north wall of the living room. The chair was facing away from the door, so he couldn’t see them.
 
   “Hey Maverick. You’re home late. Slow day at the quarry?” he asked disinterestedly, not looking away from the screen.
 
   “Well, it started out normal,” he began. “But then I met a girl.”
 
   “Ouch. What happened? She sweet talk you into co-oping with her then snag all the loot for herself? You know that a lot of guys use female avatars just so that white knights like you will help them, right?” 
 
   Vega cleared her throat to announce her presence. Warren paused his video and turned around in his chair. 
 
   “Oh. Hello,” he said awkwardly.
 
   “Hi. I’m Vega,” she introduced herself.
 
   “Warren,” he reciprocated. “Maverick, what is she doing here?”
 
   “She’s spending the night,” Maverick told him, sounding just a little too proud despite his best efforts.
 
   “I’m sorry, she’s what?” Warren asked bewildered.
 
   “That’s a sweet screen. Can we watch a movie?” Vega asked as she sat herself down on the couch beside Warren.
 
   “Sure,” Maverick agreed. 
 
   “Wait, what is going on? I’m getting freaked out here,” Warren demanded.
 
   “She came into the quarry and talked me into co-oping with her,” Maverick explained. “We actually had a pretty good time so we went out to eat afterwards and then she wanted to come back here.”
 
   “Is she real?” Warren asked.
 
   “Yes, she’s real. I checked her profile. She’s a certified Anthromime,” Maverick said. Warren glared at her suspiciously.
 
   “What kind of fruit does a scarecrow like?” he asked.
 
   “I beg your pardon?” she asked bemused.
 
   “It’s a Turing test. Non-conscious AIs don’t integrate information well so they have a hard time with riddles,” he explained. 
 
   “I don’t think an AI can give a Turing test to another AI,” she said.
 
   “That’s racist. Answer the question.”
 
   “Strawberries. Scarecrows like strawberries. Worst Turing test ever.” 
 
   “Okay, that’s enough. Warren, she and I are going to want the place to ourselves tonight,” Maverick said. “Maybe you can head off to the clubs a little early.”
 
   “I can’t go early. Only losers show up early,” Warren said.
 
   “Well then go somewhere else. I have a girl over.” 
 
   “But we don’t have girls here.”
 
   “Not historically, but it’s not like there’s a rule against it,” Maverick said. “Warren, I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist. Please go somewhere else for the evening.” 
 
   “If that’s what you want man,” Warren said, rising from his chair. “But if she’s not here in the morning you owe me an apology.”
 
   “Fine, but if she is here you have to make us both breakfast,” Maverick said.
 
   “Deal,” Warren agreed, tossing on his jacket and stepping out the door. 
 
   “Hey they have the Tattered Spire for free on Slip Stream tonight. Do you want to watch that?” Vega asked, browsing through the movie menu.  
 
   “Whatever you want is fine with me,” he replied, though he was secretly relieved she had not chosen a romcom. 
 
   He grabbed a large bowel from his kitchen and filled it with M&Ms from his pantry. He took two colas from his fridge and joined Vega on the couch. He shuddered nervously when he saw that she had unequipped her outerwear and was now in only a pink sports bra and panties. 
 
   “Wow,” was all he could say. “You have a really fit avatar.”
 
   “Yeah, I maxed out my physique a while ago,” she said nonchalantly, patting her hardened stomach. “Max for a Female Rogue is still pretty skinny though. Wait until you see my friend Dracogenes. He’s a maxed out Male Berserker. He’s huge.”
 
   She snuggled up beside him and rested her head on his shoulder, grabbing a handful of M&Ms. 
 
   They spent the next two and a half hours cuddled up together, watching the movie and exchanging commentary. Vega frequently related the events to her own questing experience. 
 
   By the time the credits rolled around the sun had set and it was dark out. Even if they had looked, they would not have seen the tall black form skulking in the woods outside, his unreadable face staring implacably at the solitary cottage. As was common with demons he could not set foot in a homestead unless invited, so he merely stood there and silently observed his foe, waiting for an opportunity to present itself.  
 
   “Thanks again for co-oping with me today,” Vega said. “I had put an ad up on the boards, but no one answered it, and all the other gold farmers I spoke with shooed me away.”
 
   “Their loss, right? I guess all the seasoned gold farmers have pretty much given up hope of ever getting any Mythreal,” he speculated.
 
   “But not you?”
 
   “I thought I had, but I guess there was something about you that rekindled a spark of hope in me,” he replied. “I mean, I haven’t even known you twelve hours yet and you’ve already made my life immeasurably better.” 
 
   Vega tilted his head towards her and kissed him gently.
 
   “I’m really glad we met too,” she said. “I was pretty upset when my party gave up on the Sword of Objectivism campaign. They thought I was crazy when I suggested we tried to get Mythreal to fortify our armour.  They were fine with giving up because this is all a game to them, but this is the only life I have. I don’t give up on quests, ever. I would have grinded for years if I’d had to to get my mining skill high enough.”
 
   “Well I know firsthand how much fun that is,” he told her. “I’m glad I was able to spare you from it.” 
 
   “Was your life as a gold farmer really so bleak?” she asked sympathetically.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. I don’t live in the past anymore,” he told her. “I’ve been dreaming of a day when I wouldn’t have to gold farm anymore for a long time, and now that day’s here. Today was the day my life changed, and I have you to thank for it. I can honestly say without hyperbole that this was the best day of my life.” 
 
   She kissed him again, more passionately this time, while tightly wrapping her arms around his neck. 
 
   “Take me to your bedroom, and I’ll give you the best night of your life too,” she said with a ravenous gleam in her eyes. 
 
   Maverick lifted her off the couch and carried her to his room. She set her feet on the ground and playfully pushed him onto his bed. Gazing up at her in adulation, he hurriedly reached for his pants.
 
   “Wait! Before you take it out, you should know that I always laugh when I see one,” she explained hastily.
 
   “Oh. Okay.” 
 
   “I’m not laughing at it. I mean, I do think they look kind of silly, but I’m really laughing because I know I shouldn’t be laughing and I just can’t help it. So please, please don’t be upset when I laugh at your penis.” 
 
   Vega groaned and buried her face in her hands in embarrassment. Maverick couldn’t help but smile at her adorableness. 
 
   “It’s okay, I can take it,” he assured her. He pulled down his pants to reveal his fully erect organ, at which point Vega started laughing hysterically. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she apologized through her juvenile giggling. 
 
   “Don’t apologize; I love hearing you laugh,” he told her. She cooed affectionately, and then removed the last of her own clothing. She leaned in to kiss him, and gently pushed him down flat on the bed. As she slowly took him into her body, he gasped at the warm moistness that was engulfing him. His avatar allowed him full control over his sexual functions, so he didn’t need to worry about going off prematurely. It was however a realistic penis, so he was hoping that she wasn’t expecting him to spin or vibrate or anything like that. 
 
   Fortunately she seemed satisfied with him, bucking up and down with increasing ferocity. Her body was glistening with sweat now, her heavy breathing punctuated more and more frequently by gasps of pre-orgasmic joy. She held onto his shoulders for support while he clasped onto her waist and tenderly kissed her neck. He could tell from her cries when she had reached her first orgasm, but assumed that like most female avatars she was multi-orgasmic and so did not give himself permission to ejaculate yet. She continued to thrust up and down on him after her initial orgasm, and soon afterwards was screaming even louder. After that it was hard to tell just from her vocalizations when one orgasm ended and another began. Eventually she seemed to be winding down, so Maverick finally let himself ejaculate. She almost seemed relieved when he started going soft, collapsing on his chest in a heap. 
 
   She kissed him warmly on the lips, stroking his hair. She smiled, but was too exhausted for words. She took one last glance at his flaccid penis, giggled, and then fell asleep in his arms.
 
    
 
   A beam of morning sun woke them from sleep. Maverick looked beside him to see Vega softly stirring, looking almost angelic in the golden light. He kissed her gently on the forehead, and she awoke fully and smiled at him. 
 
   “Good morning,” she said, stretching her arms and rising from the bed. 
 
   “Actually I think it’s the best morning ever,” he told her. 
 
   “Good to know you’re still enamoured with me ‘the morning after’. We’re still on for questing today then?”
 
   “Absolutely.” 
 
   “Great. My HUD is telling me that Koby’s in Apocalypse City. The rest of my party is offline right now, so we’ll get Koby first and meet up with them later. I can drop off my Teleportal Castor at the bank and pick up that Cygnet Axe for you.” 
 
   Vega took a few sniffs from her nose, and sighed pleasantly.
 
   “Smells like your roommate’s making that breakfast he owes us,” she smiled. “Let’s go.” 
 
   She hopped out of bed and equipped her underwear to her avatar. 
 
   “Hey Warren,” she greeted happily as she strolled into the kitchen. 
 
   “Hey…Vegan?” 
 
   “Vega,” she corrected. “Is that plate for me?” 
 
   “It is,” Warren said, setting it down in front of her. He gave an unfavourable look to Maverick as he sat down at the breakfast bar. “I would still like an apology.”
 
   “For what?” he asked.
 
   “I struck out at the club last night because I was the loser who was there early. All I got was a handy j at the glory hole.”
 
   “I didn’t make you go to the club. You could have gone anywhere else.”
 
   “And do what? Go on little make believe adventures to find treasure or slay monsters?” he asked derisively. “I’m here to get laid!” 
 
   “Fine, whatever. I’m sorry,” Maverick said reluctantly. “Can I have my breakfast now please?”
 
   “Yeah, here you go,” he said, sliding the plate in front of him.
 
   “So Maverick, I realize we only met yesterday, and I’m totally fine if it’s not cool with you, but when we meet up with my party can I introduce you as my boyfriend?” Vega asked hopefully. Warren immediately began gagging on the piece of bacon he was eating. “What’s with him?”
 
   “Warren has such an intense phobia of commitment that even other relationships can give him a panic attack,” Maverick replied with a role of his eyes. “But yeah though, I’m cool with that. If you want to call me your boyfriend that’s…that’s all right.”
 
   “Awesome,” Vega smiled. 
 
   “Dude, are you crazy? You just met this girl?” Warren asked. “And what is she talking about ‘meeting her party later’?”
 
   “He and I are going questing today,” Vega told him.
 
   “Maverick, no. Don’t let this girl distract you. You need to work today.”
 
   “I…don’t, actually,” Maverick replied hesitantly.
 
   “What does that mean?” 
 
   “She and I made a pretty big score yesterday.”
 
   “How big?”
 
   Again, Maverick hesitated.
 
   “Sixty six kilos of Mythreal,” he said reluctantly. 
 
   “Sixty six kilos?” Warren asked in disbelief. 
 
   “I’ve already sold twenty five.”
 
   “So…you’re a millionaire?”
 
   “Technically.”
 
   “Then you don’t really need to be charging me rent anymore?”
 
   “I don’t really need a roommate at all, actually.”
 
   “The rent’s fine,” he agreed with a dismissive gesture. “So you’re just giving up gold farming?” 
 
   “That’s what people do when they strike it rich; they quit their boring, pointless jobs and pursue their dreams,” Maverick claimed. “Fortunately for me, we’re living in a dream world. I’m joining Vega’s party, and I’ll be questing with her for the foreseeable future. ”
 
   “For real? You come in to all this money and you’re just going to use it to play neurosims forever? Don’t you think maybe it would be better spent accomplishing something real?”
 
   “I have a real girlfriend. That’s all the reality I need for now,” he said. 
 
   “She’s not your girlfriend! You didn’t know her this time yesterday!” Warren said. 
 
   “Warren, calm down,” Vega insisted. “I get that you’re concerned about Maverick, but what he does with his life and his money is none of your business. I understand that you have a job and a body in real life, but he and I are Blue Pills. Surreality is the only reality for us. I realize that you think questing isn’t important, but my ‘little make believe adventures’ are basically my whole reason for living. I know I haven’t known Maverick very long, but I know that he never drew any sense of purpose from gold farming. I think it’s important for him to find some kind of purpose now, and if he wants me to help him find it in questing I don’t think you have any right to belittle that.”  
 
   Warren sighed in resignation.
 
   “Can you at least tell me where you’re going?” he asked.
 
   “Apocalypse City, and after that the Aeolic Temple,” she replied.
 
   “Jesus Herbert Christ,” Warren muttered. “That’s your idea of a fun afternoon?”
 
   “The most powerful items in Surreality are locked up in the Aeolic Temple. If we can actually pull off a successful raid, we’ll be unbeatable.”
 
   “A successful raid on the most heavily infested Screech stronghold in the Game?” he asked dubiously. “When was the last time you even heard of anyone beating the Aeolic Temple?”
 
   “About the same time someone got their hands on enough Mythreal to armour their entire party,” she replied smugly. Warren became pensive for a moment.
 
   “I’m coming with you,” he said at last.
 
   “Excuse me?” Vega asked. 
 
   “I just want to make sure that you’re for real and not running some kind of con on Maverick,” he replied. “He doesn’t have the best track record with this kind of thing.” 
 
   “Warren, you don’t need to baby sit me,” Maverick protested. “And don’t you need to work today?” 
 
   “I can take a personal day,” he assured him. 
 
   “What class and level are you?” Vega asked.
 
   “I don’t remember or know,” he replied. She rolled her eyes and pulled up his profile.
 
   “Seventeen Spartan? Are you serious? How can you only be a level seventeen?"
 
   “It is hardly my fault that the people who program this game reward sexual achievements with so little XP,” he vindicated himself. “Newb or not, I’m coming with you. Finish your breakfast, and eat well, for today we do battle with the most notorious and vile monstrosities in all the realm!”
 
   “All right, but I’ve got to stop at the bank first.” 
 
    
 
   Apocalypse City was a great metropolis of decaying and crumbling skyscrapers overgrown with vegetation. At its center was a deep crater over a thousand meters across. All around its outskirts the city was encompassed by a tall and intimidating perimeter fence, plastered with bright yellow signs warning of almost every possible danger. Heavily armed foot patrols kept a lethal vigil, while also presiding over the precious few entrances into the city.  
 
   Maverick, Vega, and Warren loaded themselves just outside the city limits, in front of the local Grimwald Bank. It was a gothic looking monstrosity that stood in pristine condition in contrast to the desolation around it. The interior was elegantly decorated, with hanging chandeliers, a large fountain in the center of the lobby, and an enormous portrait of Grimwald, the bank’s founder. Like all bankers in Surreality, Grimwald was a hobgoblin, and looked like a Jewish caricature from Nazi propaganda. 
 
   “Ms. Tir-anna, a pleasure to see you again. Come to make a deposit I trust?” one of the hobgoblins greeted her with a greedy smile and clasping of his long fingers. 
 
   “Oy vey,” Warren muttered. 
 
   “You’re one to talk. You’re a stereotype from an evangelical’s brimstone sermon,” Maverick claimed.
 
   “Yeah but I’m not campy though,” Warren said. Vega cleared her throat, indicating that they should fall silent.  
 
   “I have, but I’ll also need to be taking out some equipment,” she replied to the hobgoblin. “Can you take me to my vault please?”
 
   “But of course. Right this way,” he said, stepping down off his stool and leading them to the back. “If either of your gentlemen friends would be interested in opening an account with us we’re currently offering the first six months with no transaction fees, with some exceptions of course, and you’ll receive your choice of reward as part of our referral program.”
 
   “Just the vault today, thank you very much.”
 
   “Hmmm. As you wish.”
 
   When they got to the vault the hobgoblin dialed in the combination that loaded Vega’s account. He slowly pushed it open, revealing Vega’s personal treasury. 
 
   “Take all the time you need,” the banker said.
 
   “Mazel tov,” Warren nodded at the goblin as he returned to the teller counter. 
 
   At the center of Vega’s vault was a hoard of millions of gold coins from various mintages, ranging from royal shillings to pirate doubloons. The hoard was sprinkled with various common gemstones and generic jewellery. There were racks of weapons and equipment lining the side walls, with a wardrobe and a trophy case in the back. 
 
   Vega dumped the ten thousand coins she had received from killing Idolum out of her pockets and into the pile, and then placed the Teleportal Castor onto its mantle.
 
   “Don’t you think maybe we should keep that with us?” Maverick asked. “It’s pretty useful.”
 
   “Believe me I’d love to, but at level 99 my inventory is a popular target for hackers,” Vega replied. “My avatar only has so many secure holding slots, so unless I really need it everything valuable goes in here. I need all my safe slots available for the Temple later.” 
 
   She turned to her weapons rack and picked a double bladed black battle axe. Its blades were shaped and decorated to look like swan wings, and the spike in the middle resembled a swan’s head. 
 
   “This isn’t a holy weapon, so as a Paladin you won’t get bonuses from it, but I did put an augment on it that increases the experience you get from kills,” she explained as she presented it to him. “May you wield it with the same skill as your humble pickaxe.”
 
   “It’s beautiful, thank you,” he said as he took possession of it. 
 
   “It doesn’t really go with your outfit though. I’ve got some Paladin Robes in my wardrobe if you’d like to try them on,” she suggested. 
 
   “I’d love to,” he agreed, perhaps a little overeagerly.
 
   “You’re going to let her dress you now?” Warren asked in revulsion.
 
   “Ignore him,” Vega said, taking him by the hand and leading him to the wardrobe. She flipped though her vast collection of clothes until she came upon the Paladin Robes. Maverick tapped the screen, and the hooded robes rezzed onto his body. They were silver white, inlaid with spiral patterns of shimmering satin and embroidered with glittering silver threads along the edges. They came with a pair of silver vambraces (each of which held a holy dagger), a wide black belt and a pair of tall black boots. 
 
   “That’s so much better,” Vega complimented as he slung the Cygnet Axe onto his back. “It’s kind of hipsterish to wear real fashions, you know? It gives people the impression you think you’re too cool to be here.” 
 
   “I know,” Maverick nodded contritely. 
 
   “Well I am too cool to be here, so you’re not going to be putting any ridiculous costume on me,” Warren said. “Just give me something to defend myself with.”
 
   “Luckily for you I’ve held onto some low grade weapons,” she said, tossing him a javelin and a large, bronze shield. “Come back with that shield or on it Spartan.”
 
   “Spartan’s had swords too. I want a sword,” he complained. 
 
   “Too bad. All off my swords are too valuable to entrust to you,” she claimed.
 
   “This is a phalanx weapon. How am I supposed to use this?” he protested. 
 
   “Dude, you can’t invite yourself onto my party and then demand I provide you with premium weapons,” she said. “In fact, if you lose those you owe me 900 gold.”
 
   She threw him a pouch full of translucent red gel capsules. 
 
   “Use your panacea pills sparingly,” she said as she handed a pouch to Maverick. “The radiation in Apocalypse City will drain your Health at a rate of ten points per minute, and if you get infected with Doom Plague it will drain twice as fast.”
 
   “I can cast a Blessed Aura on each of us that will stop our Health from draining,” Maverick said. “I also know some healing spells in case we get injured, and if you have a Lazarus Phial I can resurrect dead party members.”
 
   “Sweet. Do you know any aggressive magic?” Vega asked. 
 
   “I know White Fire and Whirlwind, which I can weave together, but that uses up nearly all my Mana.” 
 
   With a gust of wind Vega rushed towards Maverick at impossible speed, but instead of colliding with him she passed through him like a ghost. She leaped onto his back from behind.
 
   “That was my Quantum Rush. I can effectively teleport behind my enemies and stab them in the back. I can never be surrounded. ” 
 
   In an instant she was back where she was standing before. She held out her swirling palm and conjured some crackling lightning.
 
   “I can also do some classic lightning, which I mostly like to channel through my weapons.”
 
   “I can pull a quarter out from behind your ear,” Warren said dryly. 
 
   Vega ignored him and grabbed a green Lazarus Phial from her apothecary chest and tossed it to Maverick. 
 
   “Okay, I think we’re locked and loaded. Let’s move out.”
 
    
 
   The streets of Apocalypse City were cracked and overgrown with plant life, and lined with the remains of vehicles that had long since been gutted for parts. There were usually at least a few corpses in sight, and some of the buildings were in such a severe state of decay they looked like they might collapse at any second.
 
   “We’re not in the quarantined quarter, but keep an eye out for the Infected. They break out from time to time,” Vega said, continuously glancing in every direction for signs of trouble. 
 
   “What is that stink coming from underneath us?” Warren asked. 
 
   “The Sewers. The water here is pretty heavily contaminated. Only the mutated Crocanthrops are tough enough to survive down there. They’re cold blooded so they don’t need to eat much, and can survive off occasional raids to the surface, as well as the questers who dare to venture underground. I’ve been eaten by those bastards a dozen times.”
 
   “Koby’s not underground is he?” Maverick asked.
 
   “No, he’s doing an escort mission for a food drop. We’ll meet him at the drop point. If we can make it, that is.”
 
   “Is this place really so dangerous that you can’t get from point A to point B without dying?” Warren asked. 
 
   As if on cue (and quite possibly Warren’s question had been the trigger for it) a humanoid giant came stumbling backwards from around a corner and crashed into the building behind it. An equally colossal robot appeared from around the corner as well, its right arm cocked for a punch. 
 
   “On a good day,” Vega replied. “Come on, I’m not in the mood to fight these guys.” 
 
   Dodging the rubble the dueling giants sent flying, Vega led her party through the back alleys. Post-apocalyptic gang members peppered the alley ways, but they never made a move against Vega.
 
   “Why aren’t they attacking?” Warren asked.
 
   “Because they know they don’t stand a chance against me,” she explained. “They’re going to tell King Kush I’m here and get reinforcements. We’ve got to find Koby quickly.” 
 
   Fortunately the drop point wasn’t hard to find. Hundreds of desperate looking people were all gathered around an intersection, where the solar powered traffic lights still flashed at random. 
 
   The sound of a helicopter’s blades caught the mob’s attention, and as soon as the black craft was in sight they all began desperately clamouring for food, water and medicine. 
 
   The craft came as low as it could without the people being able to grab it. A young and lean black man with a shaven head and military sun glasses jumped from the chopper. He was dressed in sleek black clothes and had multiple guns strapped to him.
 
   “That’s Koby,” Vega whispered.
 
   “Form a line!” Koby announced, brandishing his plasma rifle in the air. “We have rations, and med-packs, and clean water, but they are all to be distributed equally to the citizens of the City. We will not stand for Kush’s gangs stealing our charity and selling it at exorbitant prices. Each individual will be provided only with what they need, and thieves will be shot without question. Please form an orderly line so that the helicopter can land and we can distribute the supplies.”
 
   “But who is our benefactor, and where do they obtain these goods?” a character from the crowd asked. Many others repeated his sentiment. 
 
   “He’s supposed to keep the crowd happy. I don’t think he can do it,” Vega whispered.
 
   “Your benefactor wishes to remain anonymous, for reasons that are his own,” Koby announced. “You should be grateful that there is anyone able to grant you charity at all.”
 
   “But is not your very presence here proof that beyond Apocalypse City civilization still flourishes?” the character asked. “If that’s true, then why have we received so little aid? Why has there been no attempt at evacuation?”
 
   “Why has the world abandoned us?” another shouted. The crowd began demanding answers. 
 
   “Listen, all of this is above my pay grade. I don’t have any answers, I’m just here to distribute supplies,” Koby told them. “Children, the elderly, and anyone with any life threatening conditions will be served first. Everyone else needs to move back. Healthy adults will be served last…if there’s anything left.”
 
   The crowd erupted in an uproar at the last edict. They rushed him, and he was barely able to fire off a few rounds before he was overpowered. The men still in the helicopter started firing into the crowd, but one of the vagrants grabbed Koby’s rifle and nicked the helicopter’s blades. It immediately became unstable, and crashed into the crowd with a completely unjustified explosive fireball. 
 
   Koby rose from the disaster, and saw the smoldering ruin of a chopper surrounded by burning corpses. The few people that had survived were fleeing the scene, some of them horribly injured. A Mission Failed sign appeared in his HUD, accompanied by Vega’s laughter and sarcastic clapping. 
 
   “Way to go buddy. Way to go,” she said. “Never tell them that you might not have enough to go around. They always react violently to it.”
 
   “So far I haven’t been able to find anything they don’t react violently to,” he said. “How did you beat this?” 
 
   “Benevolent sexism. They’re just inherently nicer to girls,” she claimed.
 
   “Yeah, well my tip screen just keeps telling me to smile more,” he lamented. “That has to be the most useless advice I’ve ever gotten. Who’s the Paladin?”
 
   “This is Maverick; my boyfriend,” she replied proudly. 
 
   “Boyfriend? Since when do you have a boyfriend?” Koby asked.
 
   “Since yesterday,” she replied. Koby took off his sunglasses and took a closer look at Maverick. 
 
   “You’re the one she got to follow her into the Insomnia Labyrinth?” he asked. 
 
   “That was me,” Maverick nodded.
 
   “You heard about that?” Vega asked.
 
   “Of course I heard about that; you killed Idolum,” Koby replied. “Did you make it out with any Mythreal?”
 
   “Oh yeah,” she smiled.
 
   “How much?”
 
   “Sixty six kilos between the two of us,” she bragged. “I’m willing to lend out some of my share to my party members for their armour, so we can finally beat the Aeolic Temple. Are you in Koby, or do you want to stay here trying and failing to convince starving people to accept food?”
 
   Koby sighed reflectively, thinking over the situation. 
 
   “Are these two members of our party now?” he asked.
 
   “I have no interest in joining any party that doesn’t have an open bar,” Warren replied.
 
   “Maverick is, but Warren’s just tagging along until he gets killed. You don’t need to worry about him,” Vega explained. Koby starred at Maverick passively, visually evaluating him.
 
   “That’s your Cygnet Axe. You’re twinking this guy out?” he asked.
 
   “It’s not twinking. I’m level fifty six,” Maverick said. 
 
   “That makes you an intermediate player. The rest of our party’s all elite, and the Aeolic Temple is an elite campaign.”
 
   “Which we’ve been wiping at, over and over again,” Vega reminded him. “Now that we have Mythreal we finally have a shot at beating it, and he’s the only reason I was able to get the Mythreal. He’s with our party now, intermediate or not.”
 
   “Look, with Mythreal armour and Vega’s weapons I’ll be just as good as an elite character,” Maverick claimed. “Plus I know multiple healing and protection spells. I can be an asset to your party.”
 
   The sound of multiple motor cycles suddenly came into earshot.
 
   “Prove it,” Koby smirked, drawing his weapons for the imminent fight.  “Okay everyone, back to back formation, weapons drawn!” 
 
   “Wait, what the hell’s going on?” Warren asked, fumbling with his spear and shield. 
 
   “Kush’s gang; they found me,” Vega replied, pulling out her war hammer. Maverick murmured an incantation, granting his Blessed Aura to Koby, and then drew his axe. 
 
   Dozens of pimped out motor bikes came roaring into view, each mounted by a flamboyantly intimidating street punk. They immediately encircled the small party, forming an impassable barricade. The gang members began jeering and hollering at them belligerently.  
 
   “Stay back! I’ll poke you, I mean it!” Warren shouted, waving his spear about wildly. 
 
   “What do you want to do Koby?” Vega asked softly.
 
   “Let’s just hold our ground for now; let them make the first move,” he replied.
 
   A rider with heavily tattooed brown skin and a purple Mohawk drove her motorcycle halfway in between the party and her gang. She casually dismounted, slowing spinning a heaving chain around in her hand. 
 
   “Vega, Vega, Vega. Apocalypse City just hasn’t been the same without you,” she said in mock courtesy.
 
   “Hey Fox. I’m surprised King Kush let you live after I forced you and your gang bangers out of the subways,” Vega said. “You’re here to collect the bounty he put on my head?” 
 
   “You know it. But you’re worth more alive because King Kush wants you to die in the Coliseum,” she sneered. Her gang began whooping emphatically at the mention of the hallowed arena.
 
   “The Coliseum? Perfect,” Koby smiled, putting away his guns. “We surrender. Take us to the Coliseum.” 
 
   The gang broke out in uproarious hooting, and the party was quickly bound in chains.
 
   “Wait, a Coliseum? What kind of Coliseum?” Maverick asked.
 
   “Don’t worry babe, you’ll do great,” Vega assured him.
 
   “What about me?” Warren demanded.
 
   “Oh you’re definitely going to die.” 
 
   Whatever profanity Warren shouted in response was drowned out by the revving of the motorcycles as they sped towards the Coliseum of Apocalypse City. 
 
    
 
   The ‘Coliseum’ was in fact an American Football Stadium. It was dilapidated, but still in serviceable condition. The seats nearest to the field were filled with hundreds of street gang members, all jeering as the new contestants were brought into the arena.   
 
   Sitting in a makeshift ‘Emperor’s Box’ was King Kush. He was almost middle age with a green and yellow Mohawk, wearing a spiked leather vest and a pink shirt that said DIE CIS SCUM in a sharpie. Beneath that was a bracketed paragraph explaining that the above statement was meant ironically and that he was not actually transsexual. 
 
   “There she is,” he said, pushing down his hot pink shutter shades to get a good look. “Of all the meddling Outlanders who have come into my town and interfered with my operations, not a one of them gets me riled up like little miss Vega here.”
 
   “I bet you say that to everyone who kills you,” she smiled.
 
   “I don’t like being killed! It’s an odious offence. I do the killings around here, you understand?”
 
   “Why does he sound like a southern dandy?” Warren whispered. 
 
   “I’ll tell you why boy!” Kush shouted in response. “Because this here’s my town. I keep all the nasties here from spreading to the Outlands, and in exchange I am free to rule this city however I see fit. I control the food, the water, the power, the medicine, the blow, everything! I cannot be having do-gooders like yourselves threatening my monopolies. 
 
   “Let me give you a little history lesson. Once upon a time this place was called Renascence City, ironically enough. Then we were nuked, still don’t know why, and the radiation mutated a strain of the common cold into the Doom Plague. It killed off most of us, and those who caught it but didn’t die turned into zombies. Then the acid rain fell because of the nuclear fallout, and our crumbling infrastructure left our water tainted! There was famine, pestilence, disease, violence! Good Lord, never have I seen such uncivil conduct. A super volcano went off and blackened the sky for months! Then The Storm came, and then the meteors, which brought aliens, and then the giants! I think that last one is what they call a Black Swan since no one ever expected that. We built robots to fight the giants, but that just led to a robot rebellion! There was also a slight recession somewhere in there, but that’s beside the point. The point is this town isn’t called Apocalypse City for nothing! I have lived through nearly every type of conceivable catastrophe, and I will not be undone by fine folk such as your good selves.
 
   “Any Outlanders we capture alive are brought here to die in the most spectacular manner imaginable, as a warning to all others who might dare to challenge the authority of King Kush!”
 
   The crowd began chanting his name and banging on their seats, creating as much of a racket as possible. 
 
   “Vega Tir-anna, I will enjoy watching you die. May the odds be never in your favour!”
 
   The gates were hoisted open, revealing a pack of feral mongrels. Multiple generations of natural selection had turned them all into generalized mutts with a strong lupine resemblance.  They were dirty, and some were mangy, and they all looked half starved. Growling angrily and baring their glistening teeth, they charged towards the party with predatory intent. 
 
   “Don’t waste your Mana, save it for the hard rounds,” Koby recommended as he laid down some suppressing fire that kept the pack at a safe distance. 
 
   “How the hell did that not kill them?” Warren demanded. 
 
   “Because they’re elite level enemies, and ranged weapons only do full damage at point blank,” Koby explained. “Have you seriously never played before?”
 
   “No, because I actually have a sex life you poop-socking loser!” 
 
   The savage dogs began to circle them, barking ferociously and drooling hungrily. 
 
    “Next time they charge I’m going to let a few of them through for you guys to kill, all right?” Koby asked.
 
   “I’m ready,” Vega replied.
 
   “Me too,” Maverick agreed. 
 
   “No! God, no!” Warren objected.
 
   The dogs came in for a second strike. Most of them retreated when Koby shot at them, but he did let several through. One of them leapt through the air straight at Vega, and was quickly and brutally knocked to the side with a blow from her hammer. She swirled around and smashed a second one, then swung her hammer over her head to implode the skull of a third. 
 
   Koby kept the pack scattered with his gunfire, so Vega jumped into a small group of them and started swinging her hammer about wildly. Maverick followed suit and leapt into another group, slicing through them with his axe as if he was reaping wheat with a scythe. 
 
   “No! Bad doggy! Shoo! Shoo!” Warren said, cowering behind his shield and holding off a single dog by jabbing at it with his spear.
 
   “More dogs!” Kush demanded shrilly. One of his servants ran up to him, presenting him with a tray of hotdogs. “I…oh all right.”
 
    Despite the seeming confusion, reinforcements for the canines started flooding through the gates. Koby was firing nearly constantly, trying to keep too many of them from surrounding Vega or Maverick at once. He completely ignored Warren though, happy to let some of the dogs be drawn off by easy prey. The sound of his screams was quickly replaced by the sound of his bones being crunched by ravenous jaws. 
 
   “Maverick, get closer to Vega! I can keep the dogs off you better if you’re together!” Koby shouted. 
 
   Maverick nodded. Despite Koby’s recommendation to save his Mana, he used a blast of white fire to clear a path to Vega. He sped through the path while it was open, and beheaded a dog biting at Vega’s heels. He continued hacking at the pack while she continued swinging. She knocked some of them so hard that they went flying into the stands. 
 
   It was then that a large alpha male came sauntering into the arena. It was more than twice as big as any of the other dogs, and it didn’t seem as mindlessly aggressive. It looked over the scene strategically, and made a run for Koby. It zigged and zagged at random, making it impossible for him to get a shot in. It pounced through the air at him, only to be knocked sideways by Vega’s hammer.  It hopped backed to its feet immediately, snarling hungrily at the three of them. Barking rabidly, it charged straight at Vega.  Maverick stood between them, and found himself holding back the ravenous maw of the creature with the hilt of his axe. The massive fangs were right in his face, drool dripping from them in anticipation of a feast. Maverick resisted with all his strength, but inch by inch the dog’s mouth came closer. 
 
   Using her Quantum Rush, Vega dashed behind the dog and swung her hammer between its hind legs, neutering it. 
 
   The alpha male howled in agony, and with its tale between its legs it quickly abandoned the rest of its pack to their inevitable demise.
 
   By now the pack numbers were thinned by more than fifty percent. The survivors had become more timid and even tried to flee. Koby was able to pick off the weakened dogs with his rifle, while Vega and Maverick chased down the rest.
 
   Vega picked up the shield and spear off Warren’s corpse, tossing them into her inventory.
 
   “Don’t waste your phial on this guy. He won’t do any better in the next round,” she said, picking up the panacea pills he hadn’t had the presence of mind to use. “You’re doing pretty decent though. I’m impressed.”
 
   “Thanks, but I think your axe here should get most of the credit,” he said, slicing at a stray dog as it ran past. 
 
   “If I had given that axe to Warren do you think he would have lived any longer?” she asked.
 
   “I guess you have a point,” Maverick smiled, dealing a coup de grace to the last dog.    
 
   “Oh my great good lord,” Kush shook his head sadly, dismayed at the scene of canine carnage before him. “They were puppies! You’re puppy killers! How could you be so heartless as to massacre so many cuddly little puppies? This is horrendous, is what it is. Mercy me, you’re giving me palpitations! Someone, someone fetch me some libations. I’m liable to pass out.”
 
   Once of his attendants handed him a pink cocktail on the rocks and garnished with a strawberry, which looked egregiously out of place amidst the devastation of the setting. 
 
   “Why is this game filled with so many ridiculous stereotypes?” Maverick asked.
 
   “Silence from the puppy killers!” Kush demanded, sipping his cocktail. “I do believe I am sufficiently revitalized to proceed to the next round of the events. Ladies and gentlemen, please give your warmest welcome to ‘The Infected’.” 
 
   The crowd cheered as hordes of bluish zombies started shambling through the gate. 
 
   “I’m not going be able to give you any cover fire. Those things have no desire for self-preservation,” Koby said. 
 
   “Don’t set them on fire either. They feel no pain, and it takes them hours to burn to ash,” Vega warned. 
 
   “So what do we do?” Maverick asked.
 
   “Just wait,” Vega smiled. 
 
   The horde continued advancing towards them, albeit at a much slower pace than the feral dogs had managed. 
 
   “Really now. I know everyone hates fast zombies but this is ridiculous,” Kush moaned. He reached underneath his throne and picked up a brick of cocaine. 
 
   “Look alive fellas,” he said, tossing it into the horde. “Undead or not, nothing motivates a man more than having a monkey on his back.”  
 
   The brick exploded into a cloud of powder upon impact. Those that inhaled it were instantly thrown into a berserker rage. However, in their drug addled state, the tribalism that prevented them from attacking their own kind was gone. In a mad fury they lashed out at those nearest to them, ripping off limbs and tearing out organs. Those unaffected were too slow witted to respond, and merely stared dumbly until they themselves were torn to pieces. 
 
   “Oh my,” Kush said as he observed the scene in horror. Vega on the other hand couldn’t stop laughing.
 
   “So we don’t even have to fight them?” Maverick asked.
 
   “Not if we don’t want to. This is mainly a breather round,” she replied. “I never fight them because I think coked out zombies are hilarious.”
 
   Before long there were only a few zombies left. They did not attack each other, but neither did they attack Vega and her party. Instead, they turned their sights on Kush. They pounced over to his Emperor’s Box and began clawing up the walls. 
 
   “I will be having none of this!” Kush shouted, grabbing a shot gun and blasting the zombies back down. Once he was content that they would stay dead he put down his gun and regained his composure. 
 
   “Ah…I hope y’all enjoyed that little PSA about the dangers of cocaine. I like to contribute to the community, whenever I can. I think there was a good message for the kids in there, somewhere. Remember; the only difference between a zombie and a coke addict is that the zombie was dead to begin with, or something.
 
   “Anywho, I see that Vega is still alive, and that is beginning to frustrate me. I’m thinking that this next round should be the last, and for that I’m going to have to bring in an abomination of especial maleficence.
 
   “Unleash the Crocanthrop!”
 
   The party turned towards the gates of the arena, and watched as a twelve foot tall humanoid crocodile slowly emerged from the shadows. Its long arms hung nearly to the ground with a massive pair of fists on the ends. It’s dark green scales looked impenetrable, and the spines running down its back and enormous tail were razor sharp and stained in blood. It sniffed the air eagerly, a ravenous bloodlust apparent in its sickly yellow eyes. 
 
   A deafening roar escaped its monstrous maw, and it charged straight towards the party with murderous resolve.
 
   “Split up!” Koby yelled. The three of them all ran in different directions, leaving the Crocanthrop to crash into the stadium wall, cracking it badly. Its Health bar went down a notch, but it appeared otherwise unharmed.
 
   Vega was closest to it, so it went chasing after her. It quickly cornered her against a wall, but as soon as it went in for the kill she vanished, using her Quantum Rush to dash behind it and smash its tail with her hammer.
 
   The beast roared in agony, and with one smack of its broken tail it sent Vega flying into the far wall. A white fireball struck it in its face, and it turned its attention towards Maverick. Roaring furiously it ran towards him, grasping with its monstrous claws. 
 
   Maverick held his ground until the last instant, rolling out of the way and letting it crash into the wall again. He struck it multiple times with his axe while it was disoriented, but this only nicked the creature’s thick hide. Without warning it spun around and grabbed him, hoisting him high over its head, opening its jaw wide. 
 
   Koby took this opportunity to chuck a grenade down its gullet. A muffled explosion could be heard from inside it, and smoke started billowing from its mouth as if it were a dragon.
 
   It dropped Maverick, doubling over and clutching its stomach, moaning in pain and coughing up blood. Vega jumped upon the thing’s back and began pummeling it mercilessly with her hammer.
 
   “This is completely unacceptable!” Kush proclaimed. “This is a clear case of animal cruelty, and I will not abide it. Kush Kids, get off your worthless behinds and get in there! Defend that innocent creature!” 
 
   Every single gang member in the Coliseum started pouring onto the field, screaming fiercely and brandishing whatever weapons they had. 
 
   “Keep them off me!” Vega ordered.
 
   Koby laid down some more suppressive fire, but they were coming from every direction and he couldn’t hold them all back. 
 
   Maverick thought that now would be the best time to weave his white fire with his whirlwind. He held his axe over his head, shouted an incantation and slammed his axe into the ground beneath him. A powerful vortex of wind spread out from his position, interwoven with a tornado of white hot fire. Most of the gang members were caught in it. They were thrown around like rag dolls, and burning like paper. Their Health bars were brought low, but they were still alive.
 
   Vega decided to finish them off. Casting a lightning spell on her hammer, she summersaulted off of the Crocanthrop and swung her hammer into the ground, sending out an electric shockwave. The Kush Kids writhed in agony as the electricity coursed through their bodies and depleted their remaining Health. 
 
   “I didn’t want to have to do this, because it scares the bejesus out of me, but you have left me no choice!” Kush shouted. 
 
   He pushed a big red button on a radio remote. A barrel of nuclear waste slid out of a chute and rolled onto the field, stopping right in front of the Crocanthrop’s feet. It tore the lid off and chugged the glowing green ooze down its throat. Within seconds its eyes started glowing green as well. It grew to fifteen feet tall, and its muscles bulged so much its skin split. Its spines, teeth and claws all grew several inches as well. It held its head up to the sky and released an insane sounding roar, belching radioactive fire.
 
   “Behold; the Atomic Crocanthrop!” Kush announced. “I…I instantly regret this. I have no idea how I’m going to get this monstrosity under control. Sometimes I wish I was not a man of such unbridled passions.”
 
   The few Kush Kids who remained alive ran in terror at the sight of the unholy abomination. 
 
   “Boys, stand back. Let me handle this,” Vega said. Koby and Maverick made no disagreement and quickly retreated to a safe distance. 
 
   The Crocanthrop snarled at her, and then charged. Vega stood perfectly still, and at the exact right moment swung her hammer with such force that she hit the beast on the head and sent it flying sideways. In a burst of super speed she beat the croc to its landing place and struck it again, sending it flying in another direction. She dashed in front of it again, but this time sent it flying up in the air. As it came tumbling down she smacked it like a tennis ball, sending it crashing into the wall. 
 
   To her dismay, the Health bar over its head remained nearly fully.
 
   “Koby, adhesive grenade!”  Vega ordered. Koby immediately lugged a globular grenade onto the temporarily stunned creature, encasing it in a thick sticky resin. Both Vega and Maverick rushed to the immobile beast and imparted a rapid succession of blows from their melee weapons. As its Health dropped it became angrier and angrier, until finally it burst free of its adhesive prison. With a single back handed blow sent its two attackers flying across the stadium. 
 
   Koby grappled up to the top of the goal post, where he thought he’d be safe, and began firing a continuous stream of bullets at his adversary. The projectiles bounced off the creatures hide and did little damage. 
 
   It was enraged regardless. 
 
   It grabbed hold of the goal post and freed it from the ground in a single pull. The Crocanthrop began swinging it wildly, sending Koby tumbling to the ground. The reptile immediately began bashing him with the post relentlessly. 
 
   “Now what?” Maverick asked.
 
   “Well, usually when we fight cold blood adversaries we have our Mage cast an ice spell,” Vega explained. “But she’s not here.”
 
   “What about a CO2 fire extinguisher? There’s probably one in a place like this, especially if it can help us beat this thing.” 
 
   “I’ll see if I can find one,” she said, dashing off at super speed. 
 
   “Vega! I say, Ms. Vega get back here!” Kush demanded. “You are not dead yet missy! Why can these gladiatorial death sports never end civilly?”
 
   The Crocanthrop, either growing bored with beating Koby or convinced that he was sufficiently incapacitated, chucked the goal post into the stands and turned its gaze to Maverick. Snorting like a bull, it let out a bellowing roar and then charged straight for him. Maverick knew he couldn’t outrun it, so he stood his ground, holding his axe firmly in his grasp, and wishing he had saved his fire whirlwind for now. 
 
   The ground literally shook with each stride the behemoth took. Maverick thought that maybe if he maneuvered himself correctly he could decapitate the thing as it ran past, but he doubted it. The monster coming at him seemed to be the embodiment of an unstoppable force, and he was hardly an unmovable object. It roared again, loud as a jet plane, ready to annihilate its target. 
 
   Just as he was sure he was about to die, Vega appeared beside him, holding a fire extinguisher. She pointed its nozzle at the Crocanthrop and fired, engulfing it in a white cloud. It took several seconds for the haze to clear, but when it did they saw the crocodile man frozen solid, encased in dry ice. 
 
   “Good idea,” Vega said, smiling in relief. She pulled out her war hammer, spun round and round to charge up her critical strike, and with one blow she smashed the beast into innumerable little pieces. 
 
   “Well now. It appears there are no more challengers for the title of Coliseum Champion,” Kush lamented. “This is not at all how I wanted today to go. I only keep those extinguishers in the building because of the municipal health and safety bylaws, and I do not think it is right to take advantage of my deep and heartfelt concern for the wellbeing of my citizenry. 
 
   “As a matter of fact, I will not allow you the title of Coliseum Champion just yet. If you wish to claim yourself the victor of these tribulations, you must first defeat me in a battle of fisticuffs.” 
 
   Kush let out a battle cry, jumping from his Emperor’s Box and landing face down in the field. 
 
   He didn’t get back up.  
 
   “So, we won right?” Maverick asked.
 
   “Yep. Congratulations; you are now a Coliseum Champion of Apocalypse City,” Vega said proudly. “What do you think of that Koby?” 
 
   Koby, who seemed fully recovered, rose from the ground and calmly strode over to join them. 
 
   “That was good thinking with the fire extinguisher, and there aren’t many intermediate players who can say they survive the Coliseum, even if they are a twink,” he said.
 
   “I’m not a twink,” Maverick objected. Koby merely smirked, but his expression suddenly turned to alarm. 
 
   “What is he doing here?” he asked. They turned around to see what he was talking about. Perched on top of the towering flood light was Idolum, gazing down at them with his expressionless face. 
 
   “Jesus Christ!” Vega cursed, clenching her hammer. “What the hell are you doing here? Are you stalking me? Do you want a rematch? Come and get it then, I’ll take you down with one blow just like last time.”
 
   He stood there for several seconds without responding, slowly tilting his head from one side to the other, lazily flapping his skeletal wings.    
 
   “Dude, if you don’t fuck off right now I will report you to the Game Masters for griefing!” Vega threatened.
 
   “Hold on. Let’s see if he really is so easy to kill,” Koby said, pulling out his automatic rifle. He carefully aimed it and fired a stream of high caliber bullets. 
 
   Idolum didn’t even flinch. 
 
   “Damn it, there’s no PvP combat allowed here. No wonder the bastard’s so confident,” Koby said. 
 
   “Fine, then we’ll go somewhere where there is PvP combat,” Vega declared. “And if you follow us glass jaw, I will kill you again!” 
 
   The entire party derezzed as Vega loaded them to a new location. Idolum continued standing there smugly, a raspy laugh escaping his throat. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three – An Arrow to the Knee 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The party rezzed back into being just outside the entrance to a medieval village, surrounded by an immense redwood forest.  
 
   “Where are we?” Maverick asked. 
 
   “The village of Brawler’s Grave, in the Shadowin Forrest,” Koby replied. “There’s a PvP arena here, which happens to be where the rest of our party is at the moment. We’ll have to wait until they’re done until we can talk to them.”
 
   “That’s fine. We have to get our armour upgraded first anyway,” Vega said. “Keep an eye out for Idolum. I doubt he’ll appear anywhere he’s vulnerable, but you never know.”
 
   “Maverick!” an angry voice called from far behind them.
 
   “Uh oh, I’m in trouble,” Maverick bemoaned. 
 
   “Don’t worry babe. I’ve got your back,” Vega smiled, pulling out her war hammer. 
 
   “Maverick!” Warren shouted again, running furiously towards them. 
 
   “That’s as far as you come Spartan,” Vega warned, holding out her hammer to keep him at a distance. Warren skidded to a stop, kneeling over to catch his breath. 
 
   “Oh damn. My avatar is out of shape,” he gasped. “How sad is that?”
 
   “You have resurrection sickness,” Vega informed him. “Why did you come back?”
 
   “Why didn’t you bring me back?” Warren asked. “I respawned as a Shade in the Halls of Lachrymose. The Angels wouldn’t resurrect me because my Alignment isn’t good enough so I had to pay a Ferryman to bring me back. One of you owes me a thousand gold coins.” 
 
   “If we had resurrected you, you would have just died again,” Vega claimed. “You’d still be out a thousand gold, and we’d be out a Lazarus Phial. And you didn’t have to have a Ferryman resurrect you. If you can return to the Mortal Plane and find your body you can resurrect it yourself.”
 
   “How was I supposed to do that?” Warren asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Vega shrugged. “I’ve always been good, so I’ve never had a problem getting the Angels to send me back.”
 
   Warren groaned, half in annoyance and half in pain. He sat on the ground and hugged his knees, trying to suppress his nausea.
 
   “Warren, you’re sick. You should go home,” Maverick suggested.
 
   “Not until I’m satisfied that this girl isn’t up to something,” he said, puking a little in his mouth. 
 
   “You realize that it’s incredibly insulting to just assume that a girl who says she likes me must have ulterior motives?” Maverick asked. 
 
   “I think he’s jealous,” Vega speculated. “I think he liked things the way they were, and he’s mad because I’m upsetting his status quo.”
 
   “Oh, fuck you Yoko,” Warren said.
 
   “We are not the Beatles,” Maverick said, shaking his head. 
 
   “Listen dude, we’re heading off to the Blacksmith. If you can keep up you’re welcome to tag along,” Vega said, heading off into the village. Maverick and Koby followed without hesitation.
 
   “You can’t just leave me!” Warren protested. “There are wolves out here! Big Bad Wolves who want my picnic basket! Guys? God damn it.”
 
   Warren forced himself up, and reluctantly followed them as quickly as he could. 
 
    
 
   The Blacksmith’s shop was fair-sized, and decorated with some of the finest samples of his work. A particularly ornate suite of plate armour had caught Warren’s attention. 
 
   “Look at this,” he said, eyeing it over. “What do you guys think of this?”
 
   “It’s plate armour; it’s only meant for elite warrior classes,” Vega told him. “On anyone else it drains too much stamina to be worth it.” 
 
   “Well what good did stamina do me against those mutts?” Warren asked. “My Health is ridiculously low compared to you guys. I need serious protection against all the freaky monsters you insist on fighting.”
 
   “So what are you planning on doing? Just stand there in your metal husk while the rest the party kills everything?” Vega asked. 
 
   “I don’t die and I do no work; its win-win,” he smiled.
 
   “Whatever dude. It’s your money.”
 
   “Can I help you?” the Gnomish Blacksmith asked, stepping out from his forge. He had a very shiny bald head and a long grey goatee, and was dressed in a stylized steampunk outfit. 
 
   “Fizwitz, good to see you again. I need six elite outfits augmented with Mythreal,” Vega replied, pulling out the item cards from her pocket.
 
   “Seven! I’m getting this one,” Warren announced. “And this mace.”
 
   He picked up a mace from the rack, but its heavy head immediately fell to the ground. 
 
   “It’s okay, I got it!” he claimed, dragging the weapon to the counter. “Maverick, you can buy this for me right? I’ll pay you back in globecoins later.”
 
   “I’m not paying for it if you break it. Put it down,” Maverick replied. Warren carefully leaned the weapon up against the counter, cautiously hovering over it in case it fell. 
 
   Fizwitz glared at him distrustfully, but turned his attention back to Vega.
 
   “It will take twenty eight kilos to augment seven outfits,” he stated. “Do you have that much Mythreal?”
 
   “And then some,” she smiled proudly. 
 
   “Well then, I assume you won’t have a problem paying for this augmentation,” Fizwitz said. “As you know, Mythreal’s not easy to work with, even for the most highly skilled of smiths.”
 
   “Out with it; how much is it going to cost?” Vega asked.
 
   “At least thirty eighty thousand gold. Each,” he replied. 
 
   “Thirty eight grand a piece? That’s ridiculous!” Vega protested.
 
   “Augmentations are charged by the level,” Fizwitz explained. “The Mythreal will increase your durability tenfold, so an elite outfit will effectively become at least level eight hundred. That Mythreal’s no use to you until it’s made into armour. Either pay my price or let it sit in your inventory.” 
 
   “Vega, I can help pay for it if you want,” Maverick offered. 
 
   “No, you need your money to pay for your pod,” she insisted. “Besides, this is my quest. You shouldn’t have to blow six fix figures just because I want to get to level 100.”
 
   “I don’t see what the big deal is. You have millions of gold coins in your account,” Warren said. Everyone, even Fizwitz, stared at him in baffled irritation. “That wasn’t helpful was it? I’ll just wait outside.”
 
   Warren made a quick escape through the front door, shutting it hard enough that his mace toppled to the floor with a sharp clang.
 
   Sighing, Vega clenched the bridge of her nose and thought for a moment.
 
   “Levels increase exponentially, not linearly,” she argued. “Increasing our durability tenfold would effectively make us seven levels higher, not hundreds. I’ll pay twenty eight thousand for all seven outfits.”
 
   “No, the XP you need to level up increases exponentially, but your attributes increase linearly,” Fizwitz insisted. “Increasing an attribute tenfold is therefore the same as increasing the level tenfold, so that’s how I’m going to charge you. My price stands at thirty eight thousand gold per unit.”
 
   “But you’re only increasing one attribute,” Vega argued. “No other attribute is affected, so it’s not the equivalent of leveling up. 
 
   “Twenty eight thousand for the lot, and not a coin more.”  
 
   Fizwitz sighed and scratched his beard. 
 
   “I can’t just charge you a base rate. The Mythreal has to be factored in somehow,” he insisted. 
 
   “Okay, I have a proposal,” she said. “We’re heading to the Aeolic Temple, and if you augment our armour for us we’ve got a good chance of actually beating it. I’ll pay you twenty eight thousand gold now, and bring you back whatever you want from the Temple. Worst case scenario, we wipe out and you still have the base pay for your work.”
 
   Fizwitz nodded thoughtfully as he considered her offer.
 
   “Anything I want from the Aeolic Temple, eh? I’ve heard that there’s a charm in there that can create auras powered by electricity instead of Mana. I think I could find a fair number of uses for something like that.”   
 
   “You got it. So that’s twenty eight thousand gold coins and one Electric Aura charm for seven Mythreal augmented outfits?” 
 
   “It’s a deal,” he said, shaking her hand. “I’ll have these upgraded within the hour, and the first part of your payment is due on pickup.” 
 
   “Thank you,” Vega nodded, turning back to her party. “An hour from now we’ll be at the gates of the Aeolic Temple, and I will pry the Sword of Objectivism from Lord Rand’s cold dead hands, as he has so often requested.”
 
   “Vega, maybe you shouldn’t get your hopes up,” Koby advised. “I mean sure, the Mythreal will probably let us get past the Screeches, but Lord Rand literally has the gift of Deus Ex Machina. He can pull anything out of his ass to save it.”
 
   “But he can’t be unbeatable,” Vega insisted. “Every quest can be won, and if a party with five elite players in Mythreal armour can’t beat him, then what can?”
 
   “Well, you’re our party leader. If you think we have a shot I’m willing to try,” Koby said. “I’m just not so sure the others will.”
 
   “Let’s find out then,” Vega said. “Come on Maverick. It’s time I introduce you to the rest of my party.”  
 
    
 
   She led them out of the smith’s shop and through the village to a tavern called ‘The Need for Mead’. It was grimy and poorly lit, and populated by avatars of every playable race.
 
   “It’s a little crowded in here for a weekday afternoon,” Maverick commented. 
 
   “The arena draws a lot of players here, and both victory and defeat provide an excuse to drink,” Koby told him. 
 
   “There they are; Dracogenes, Triskelion, and Wisteria,” Vega said, pointing to two Barbarians and a Celestial Elf in the corner. The two Barbarians were so darkly tanned they were only recognizable as Caucasian from their blonde hair and blue eyes. In contrast the Elf had lily white skin but her facial features were clearly Asiatic. 
 
   Dracogenes was over six and a half feet tall and was so heavily muscled he approached the limit of what was humanly possible. Though Triskelion was tall and toned as well, she was of much more reasonable proportions. They both wore a pair of metallic vambraces, but otherwise he was dressed only in a leather codpiece and headband, while she wore only a silver thong and circlet. 
 
   Wisteria had midnight blue hair and piercing violet eyes. She was typically slender for an elf, and wore a dark purple cloak, a matching leather cuirass that exposed her midriff, a scaled leather skirt and thigh high boots. 
 
   Maverick would have guessed Dracogenes was a Berserker even if Vega had not already told him, and he assumed Triskelion was a Huntress since she was reclined with her periwinkle cat, which was striped like a tiger but had the head of a lynx. There was also a small falcon perched over her shoulder. By default, that left Wisteria as the party’s Mage.
 
   The two Barbarians drank from large tankards of mead, while Wisteria drank wine from an elegant chalice. 
 
   “You guys look like you lost,” Vega said as she and the others sat at the table. The Barbarians and the Elf all groaned in irritation. 
 
   “Have you come here to gloat?” Wisteria asked. Her voice had a tone to it that made her sound supernatural.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she claimed with a devious smile, while simultaneously gesturing to the wait staff to bring them drinks.  
 
   “We know you got the Mythreal you wanted, no thanks to us,” Wisteria lamented. 
 
   “Is this the filthy gold farmer you teamed up with to get it?” Triskelion asked, sneering at Maverick.
 
   “Watch your tongue Trisk; he happens to be my boyfriend now,” Vega informed her. 
 
   “Since when do you care about anything but questing?” Wisteria asked. 
 
   “Since yesterday afternoon sometime,” she replied glibly. “His name’s Maverick, he’s a level 56 Paladin, and as of today he is a Champion of the Apocalypse City Coliseum. More importantly he’s the reason I have the Mythreal we need to beat the Aeolic Temple, so he’s in our party now.”
 
   “You know she laughs at dicks, right?” Wisteria asked Maverick, arching her eyebrow.  
 
   “For real? Maverick do you have absolutely no self-respect?” Warren asked. “I’m posting this to my nanoblog right now.”
 
   “Come on, don’t,” Maverick protested.
 
   “It’s the only way you’ll learn,” Warren insisted. Dracogenes tossed back his head and laughed mockingly. 
 
   “Can we please talk about raiding the Temple instead?” Maverick pleaded.
 
   “Yeah, so as I was saying Maverick is in our party now and he’s coming with us to the Aeolic Temple,” Vega resumed. “That means he’s entitled to an equal share of the loot if we win.”
 
   “How do we know he’s just not going to sell everything he takes from the Temple?” Triskelion demanded. 
 
   “Even if he does, so what?” Vega shrugged. “He can do whatever he wants with his share of the loot. It’s his.”  
 
   “Vega, the items locked inside the Aeolic Temple are the most powerful objects in Surreality,” Wisteria reminded her. “Selling them to the highest bidder is even more irresponsible than selling Mythreal, both of which could very well get us in trouble with the Game Masters.”
 
   “I only sell my stuff on the Imaginarium Emporium, which is owned by Surreality,” Maverick told her. “They do background checks on all buyers and sellers, and have the authority to veto the sale of any items if they have reason to believe they’ll be used for griefing. Even if I do ultimately decide to sell any of my share of the loot, it won’t get us in any trouble.” 
 
   “You see; nothing to worry about,” Vega assured them. 
 
   “I’ve already come up with a strategy for the Temple that includes Maverick,” Koby said. “As with our previous attempts, Dracogenes will lead the charge, using his Sundering Shout to scatter the Screeches. While they’re focused on him Vega will attack them from behind, with Triskelion and I hanging back to shoot down any airborne hostiles. With the Mythreal armour we won’t need to worry so much about healing, so I was thinking that we can leave that entirely to Maverick and let Wisteria concentrate on purely aggressive spells. Maverick can also serve in a support role to Draco and Vega, making it less likely they’ll get outflanked.”
 
   “What about him?” Dracogenes snarled, gesturing to Warren. 
 
   “Name’s Warren, how you doing?” Warren introduced himself with a seductive smile, shaking Dracogenes’ enormous hand. “I’m not actually with the party. I’m just keeping an eye on my buddy. You know how it is. I’m really more of a player than a gamer, though I do play Guitar Guru now and again. I’m not going to lie, I love getting up on that stage and hearing the crowd cheering my name.” 
 
   “They’re NPCs, and you play it on easy,” Maverick said flatly. 
 
   “You are just the worst wingman!” Warren growled through gritted teeth.  “There’s no shame on playing a game on easy though, right Drakey? You know what they say; it’s not about the XP, it’s about the experience. As long as you’re having fun, that’s all that counts. How about you Drakey? Ever played any music games?”
 
   Dracogenes slowly rose to his full height and unsheathed his enormous claymore. 
 
   “Now that’s a bit of an overreaction, don’t you think?” Warren asked nervously. “I’m sorry, I still have resurrection sickness. I wasn’t thinking straight, pun intended.”
 
   “Do not call me Drakey again, little man,” Dracogenes ordered sternly.
 
   “Not a problem. Won’t happen again sir,” Warren agreed. Dracogenes snarled and sat back down. 
 
   “I apologize for him. He’s extremely narcissistic and can’t imagine anyone he fancies not fancying him back,” Maverick said. 
 
   “Is he a good fighter at least?” Triskelion asked. 
 
   “No, he’s a newb and he’ll die within minutes, so don’t waste your time or resources helping him,” Koby replied. “Fortunately for us he’s chosen a wildly impractical suit of armour, so he shouldn’t get in the way.”
 
   “Speaking of armour, where is it?” Wisteria asked. 
 
   “I have Fizwitz upgrading seven sets of armour right now,” Vega replied. “As soon as he’s done I will lend you the item cards, but they will remain bound to my account so that I can recall them whenever I want. The Mythreal belongs to me and Maverick, and the fact that Maverick was willing to enter the Insomnia Labyrinth with me makes him braver than any of you.” 
 
   “There’s no need to insult us,” Wisteria said. “Koby, what do you think our chances are if we take on the Temple?” 
 
   “In our past encounters, our party usually managed to kill roughly twenty five percent of the Screeches before we wiped out,” he replied. “With the Mythreal bolstering our durability tenfold, and an additional party member who will let our Mage focus exclusively on attack spells, we should be able to slay all of the Screeches and retain an average Health bar of at least 70 percent. As for Lord Rand, all we can really do is react to whatever he throws at us. I can’t give odds for that, but considering the prize I think it’s worth a try.”
 
   Wisteria glanced at Dracogenes and Triskelion, who each gave a reluctant nod.
 
   “All right, we’ll attempt to defeat the Aeolic Temple one more time,” she agreed. 
 
   “Yes!” Vega cried, pumping her fist. “Eat up then. As soon as your Health is replenished we’ve got to get some supplies. Once Fizwitz is finished with the armour we’re reloading to our last save point just outside the Aeolic Temple. I get the Sword of Objectivism no matter what happens, and I promised the Electric Aura charm to Fizwitz, but anything else in the Temple is up for grabs.”
 
   “I call dibs on any sex or love charms!” Warren cried.
 
   “You’re not a party member,” Triskelion replied. “On the off chance you survive, you don’t get anything. The Temple’s treasure is ours, and if you take so much as one Rupee I will have my cat disembowel you and feast on your intestines while you’re still alive.”
 
   The cat growled at him, backing up her Mistress’s threat. 
 
   “Okay, Jesus. How can anyone so naked be so grumpy?” Warren asked, doing his best to hide himself behind his beer. 
 
    
 
   The Aeolic Temple was not what Maverick had been expecting. It was a squat black tower, utterly utilitarian in design. It didn’t look like a religious building at all. The entire area was engulfed in such thick fog that the top of the tower could not be seen, so he had no idea how tall it was. A broad set of stairs led to the massive doorway, lined by a column of torches on either side. 
 
   The party stood at the base of the stairs, now clad in their Mythreal armour. Though Dracogenes and Triskelion were as underdressed as before, their vambraces now shone with the brilliant radiance of Mythreal. Maverick and Koby wore shirts of scale mail and elegantly wrought cuirasses over their regular clothes. Vega and Wisteria wore similar pieces of armour, except theirs were cropped to expose their stomachs. Vega still wore her leather pants, but for aesthetic reasons had swapped her sneakers for combat boots.
 
   “You girls look stupid,” Warren claimed, his voice echoing inside his oversized helmet, which left only a narrow slit over his eyes for him to see.  “Armour like that’s likely to get you disemboweled.”
 
   “Fantasy armour doesn’t work that way,” Vega told him. “It doesn’t matter what’s covered or not; as long as we’re wearing it we’re protected. And anyways, in real life soldiers favour mobility over protection.”
 
   “Not to that extent,” he said. “I’m invincible in this thing! You watch; I’ll be the only one standing after you guys are Screech food.” 
 
   “You can’t even lift your mace,” Wisteria reminded him. 
 
   “Don’t need too. Once the Screeches get one look at me they’ll go running for their mammas,” he claimed boastfully. 
 
   “Just stay out of the way,” Koby said sternly. “Everyone take your positions. It’s wipe time.” 
 
   Dracogenes took his position in the front, with Vega and Maverick behind him and to either side. Behind them stood Koby and Triskelion, and at the very back was Wisteria. All but Warren had their weapons drawn. 
 
   “Maverick, kindly cast your auras now please,” Koby instructed. Maverick murmured several incantations; one to grant immunity to poison, one for increasing the odds of dealing out damage, one for decreasing the odds of taking damage, and one to boost the effectiveness of the other’s spells. 
 
   “Hey that last one didn’t do anything to me,” Warren complained. 
 
   “It wasn’t supposed to; only elites can have more than three active auras at a time,” Maverick told him. 
 
   “How elitist,” Warren said in feigned indignation.
 
   “Dracogenes; blow the doors,” Koby instructed. 
 
   “Ego Tono!” he shouted, firing a sonic shockwave from his throat that blew the temple doors clean open. He howled a mighty yet inarticulate battle cry and charged inside, followed by the rest of the party.
 
   “To Victory!” Warren shouted enthusiastically, though he became winded within a few steps. “Jesus Christ, this armour really is heavy. Okay you guys, you guys go ahead. I’ll catch up.”
 
   He took only baby steps towards the Temple, breathing heavily all the while. 
 
   Standing far behind him, invisible in the deep mists, was Idolum. 
 
    
 
   The cavernous antechamber of the Temple was eerily quiet and empty. In the center of the room was a tarnished silver statue of the Titan Atlas, with a globe shattered at his feet. Atlas shrugged, and wore an expression which clearly said ‘ain’t my problem bitch,’. 
 
   The stone walls were now nearly bare, but were speckled with various colours of paint; remnants of a distant past when the temple had been elegantly decorated. The entire interior was bathed in torchlight, but yet was somehow unnaturally cold.
 
   “Ready when you are Vega,” Koby said. Vega nodded, and cleared her throat.
 
   “Lord Rand! Show yourself,” she announced loudly to the empty hall. “For too long have you exploited the people of Surreality for your own selfish greed, and we will not allow it to continue.”
 
   “The question isn’t who’s going to let me,” spoke a voice that echoed through the vast Temple, and could then be heard taking a drag of a cigarette. “It’s who’s going to stop me.” 
 
   The horrible cries for which the Screeches were named could be heard drawing near, along with the furious beating of their wings. A flock of them erupted like a geyser from a chasm in the floor, the whirlwind from their wings snuffing out the torches.
 
   “Luminata perpetuosa!” Wisteria cried, conjuring a brilliant white light from her staff that eradiated the hall. They saw the flock of the Screeches swooping down in a spiraling column towards them, but then retreating in agony from the blinding light. 
 
   The light gave Maverick his first good look at them. They were basically humanoid bats, no more than five feet tall, with sickly emaciated bodies sparsely covered in course hair. They exhaled noxious fumes from their deformed snouts; poisonous gases that would have sapped the party’s strength were it not for their auras.
 
   “Start shooting! You know they’re not going to stay up there for long,” Koby said. He fired his rifle into the circling swarm, while Triskelion rapidly shot ethereal arrows from her silver bow. Wisteria and Vega conjured bolts of lightning to bring the creatures down. Whenever a Screech fell it was immediately smashed by Vega’s hammer, decapitated by Maverick’s axe, impaled by Dracogenes’ sword, or occasionally mauled by Triskelion’s cat. 
 
   “Here they come again!” Koby warned, as the swarm made another dive for the party. 
 
   “Ego Tono!” Dracogenes screamed, though far louder than before. The shockwave parted the swarm instantly, and caused many dazed Screeches to tumble to the ground. 
 
   Dracogenes bulldozed through the throng, knocking down any Screech that was fortunate enough to avoid the end of his blade. Maverick began swinging his axe through the stunned horde, decapitating and eviscerating the Screeches where they lay. Vega jumped clear over his head, and when she landed she slammed her hammer down with a mighty thunk that shattered the floor tiles and produced a tremor that rippled through the grounded Screeches, keeping them incapacitated. She spun around and around in a whirlwind, knocking down any enemy than came within reach of her hammer. Blood splattered in all directions as skulls and rib cages were crushed. 
 
   Bullets and arrows whistled overhead, taking out any airborne Screeches that dared to make a dive for the melee fighters. Wisteria cast a Summoning spell, recalling the Shades of the slayed Screeches to fight on her behalf. The Shades mercilessly attacked their still living kin, chomping at their necks and tearing out their jugulars. Blood sprayed out Tarantino style, raining down on all below. 
 
   “Okay, I’m here. I made it,” Warren gasped as he clanked into the room. “I am here to kill Screeches, and chew bubble gum, and I’m all out of bubble gum.” 
 
   “Incoming volley!” Koby shouted as Lord Rand summoned hundreds of arrows out of nowhere to plummet down on the intruders. Triskelion gracefully deflected several of them with her vambraces, but a single arrow flew all the way back to where Warren was and struck him in the left eye. 
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me!” he screamed. “The topless chick bounces arrows off her freaking bracelets but I get shot through the one inch slit in my visor? Screw this game! Maverick, you’re on your own. I’m going back to Reality. I can’t believe I wasted a personal day on this horseshit.” 
 
   As he started slinking back to the exit, trying to pull the arrow out of his eye socket, several Screeches descended upon him. 
 
   “No! God, I said I’m not playing! Get off me!” he screeched, frantically swatting at the creatures and running for the door as quickly as he could in his bulky armour. 
 
   “Vega, he dropped his mace!” Maverick shouted, hoping he could be heard over the rising cacophony. 
 
   “I got it!” she said, dashing though the horde at super speed. Snatching up the mace she charged it with a lightning spell, then threw it up at the Screeches still circling the ceiling. As soon as it hit one it released an electric thunderclap, shocking every Screech around it. She dashed back into the thick of the fight, knocking down every Screech in her path. The Screeches had started swarming on top of Dracogenes, so she started striking them off with her hammer, moving too quickly too allow them to swarm on her. 
 
   Maverick continued to hack and slash through the horde, relying on Koby and Triskelion’s fire power to stop them from overwhelming him. One Screech came soaring down at him from behind, but just before it could make contact Vega dashed in between them and batted it across the room with her hammer. 
 
   “Thanks,” Maverick smiled. 
 
   “Duck!” she shouted. He instantly obeyed, and she struck down another Screech that had tried coming from behind him. “Maybe we should stand back to back.”
 
   “Good idea,” he nodded, immediately taking up the position. They were now completely surrounded by grounded Screeches, their ear shattering wails piercing through their skulls. 
 
   “Draco, we need your shout!” Vega shouted, swinging her hammer relentlessly but only barely able to hold back the tide of monsters. 
 
   “I’m out of Mana!” he shouted in reply. His sword had been lost in the chaos, and he was now brawling with the Screeches, with several of them clinging to his body and sinking their teeth deep into his flesh. 
 
   “Koby, are any of the Screeches still airborne?” Vega asked.
 
   “Negative, we’ve got them all grounded,” he replied. 
 
   “Wisteria, use all the Mana you’ve got left to cast Gaia’s Revenge!” Vega ordered.
 
   Wisteria closed her eyes, placing her right fist in her left palm, and recited a long series of arcane incantations, her voice starting out quiet but gradually rising to a shout. At the peak of the crescendo she cast a ball of earthen green light into the ground. Thorny vines violently broke out from the floor, sending shards of tile flying everywhere. The vines whipped about ferociously, blindly seeking out their prey. When they caught hold of a Screech they coiled around it like a boa constrictor. The more the Screeches struggled, the more damage the talon-like thorns did to their bodies. Soon they stopped their thrashing and fell still, their blood slowly dripping to the ground, with fragrant blossoms blooming from the vines.
 
   Wisteria collapsed from exhaustion, being caught by Koby as she fell. 
 
   “Did she get all of them?” Vega asked.
 
   “I’m not picking up any more hostiles on this floor,” Koby announced. “The room is clear!” 
 
   The party cheered and applauded Wisteria, who struggled to keep on her feet.
 
   “Lord…lord Rand,” she mumbled, reminding them that battle wasn’t over yet. The sound of heavy boot steps could now be heard descending a stone staircase. A hidden doorway revealed itself, sliding open to expose the stairway to the Temple’s treasury. 
 
   Standing between them on their prize was the Lord Rand, dressed in resplendent black and gold, with the Sword of Objectivism at his side. He compulsively pulled it forward a few inches and let it slide back to make sure it was clear in its scabbard. He looked like he was severely sleep deprived, but was otherwise flawlessly handsome. In his free hand he held a cigarette, for he was the master of fire (and cancer). 
 
   “You worthless parasites,” he said, taking a drag of his smoke in preparation of pontification. “You’ve come to destroy me because you hate me, and you hate me because you need me and I don’t need you. I need no one. I am utterly self-sufficient, whereas you can only survive by usurping what is mine. You think you are entitled to my wealth because you’ll starve without it, that because you are in need I am obliged to help you? But what value are your lives to me? By demanding that I value your existence in violation of my own rational self-interest you are making me your slave, and I will not stand for that. Taking the needs of others into consideration is slavery, and therefore the only ethical way to live is as a complete sociopath. Yes. Yes, that’s right.    
 
   “I am the epitome of Man’s nobility, guided solely by his rational self-interest. Before I had but one flaw; complacency in a system that celebrated mediocrity and institutionalized undeserved charity for the destitute. Now though I am free, and will no longer live for others. Others are nothing to me. I am confused and disgusted by charity, so I came here where my wealth would be safe, and so that I can think about trains in peace. I will let the World perish before I put its needs ahead of my own.”
 
   “Rand, you’re full of shit,” Vega said resolutely, knowing that the only way to silence the libertarian straw man was to show him that they were completely unamicable to his egotistical philosophy. “You’re not enlightened, you’re insane. The only people who seriously believe your bull crap are greedy old misers who need to justify their socially irresponsible behaviour. The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few, or the one. You want rationality, that’s fucking Spock. It makes no sense to value a single individual over the multitudes, especially when that individual is an avaricious, sociopathic, narcissistic piece of shit like you! The wealth you covet is the product of generations of accumulated knowledge, of the labour of thousands of individuals, which was only made possible because of the infrastructure built and maintained by the work of millions more. You cannot stand atop of a Human pyramid and declare yourself a giant. If that pyramid collapsed it is you who would fall the furthest, and the people at the bottom would finally be free of a great burden. I may be of the parasitical underclass, but you belong to the vampiric overclass. We’re both parasites, the only difference is that I’m one of those mites that live in your eyelash follicles while you’re a ten foot tape worm!  
 
   “We’ve all been getting along just fine since you went Galt, and I’m only here to make sure you never come back.”
 
   “You are obviously evil, since you do not believe what I believe, and I am a paragon of all that’s good and true,” Rand said. 
 
   “Has it ever occurred to you that you’re not as great as your think you are?”  Koby asked out of genuine curiosity.
 
   “No, I’m practically perfect in every way,” he assured him. “But you are flawed, and by refusing to bootstrap yourself to self-actualized perfection you have chosen death. It would be immoral to let you live. Since I can do no wrong, I must kill you all.”
 
   Rand dropped his cigarette and drew the Sword of Objectivism from its sheath, glowing white hot and making its trademarked distinctive ring. 
 
   Rand charged at the party in what he thought was a very masculine rage, but what they perceived as more of a childish and possibly psychotic tantrum. 
 
   The melee fighters all scrambled out of his way to give Koby and Triskelion a clear line of fire. Rand deflected both bullets and arrows, the projectiles ricocheting off his sword and penetrating deep into the avatars of their shooters. Koby and Triskelion collapsed to the ground, leaving Wisteria defenceless. Rand raised his sword to slice her in half, but screamed as his left hand was pierced by one of Maverick’s holy daggers. Due to his Alignment the consecrated weapon started burning through his hand, sending black smoke rising to the ceiling. Rand immediately pulled it out, but even the hilt burned him and he reflexively dropped it. Roaring in rage he charged straight at Maverick, knocking Dracogenes half way across the room with a single push. Vega dashed in front of him too quickly for him to react, striking him across the jaw with her hammer. He went flying backwards, but did not drop the sword. 
 
   “Don’t touch my boyfriend,” Vega warned sternly. 
 
   “I will not appease you, for you are evil, and appeasing evil only makes it stronger,” he claimed. “The only way to achieve peace is by utterly annihilating your enemy, even if it takes endless war. I have the moral clarity to never feel compassion or mercy for my enemies, for…” 
 
   As the Lord Rand continued his monologue, Vega received a text message in her HUD from Maverick. It said that since the statue of Atlas was silver and Rand’s powers were dark in nature, if they crushed him with it would either kill him or at least keep him pinned down. He said that he could keep Rand close enough to the statue for her to knock it over on him. 
 
   She texted back ‘k’, and turned her attention back to Rand, who was now rambling about the evils of public schools and child labour laws. She rolled her eyes, and dashed as close to the end of the room as she could to get a running start at the statue. 
 
   “Hey come back here. This speech is like sixty pages long,” Rand said, rising to his feet. He yelped as Maverick’s second holy dagger struck him in the back of the neck. He pulled it out of the smouldering wound and cast it aside. Gripping the Sword of Objectivism with his good hand, the raised letters of the word Objectivism pressing uncomfortably into his palm, he made another charge for Maverick. 
 
   Maverick held his ground, blocking Rand’s blow with his Cygnet Axe. Rand, snarling and gritting his teeth, refused to yield and kept pushing with all his strength. Maverick did not give any ground, steadfastly keeping Rand exactly where he was. The Sword inched closer and closer to his face, and when it was only millimeters away from making contact he heard the loud clang of Vega’s hammer smashing into the statue at high speed, followed by the creaking of it falling over. 
 
   Rand looked up in shock, and Maverick took advantage of his distraction to push him directly into the path of statue while getting himself clear. 
 
   Rand’s scream was instantly silenced as he was crushed under the statute’s massive weight, the silver draining his Mana and preventing him from healing. His crushed ribs impaled his lungs and other organs, his blood gradually pooling out onto the floor around him. He coughed weakly, sputtering up blood. He desperately grasped for the Sword of Objectivism, but it had been thrown out of reach.
 
   Vega strode up to the Sword slowly, and picked it up with dramatic awe. She shuddered as she realized she was holding the most powerfully sword in all Surreality, her reward for faithfully seeing out her campaign until the end.
 
   Rand coughed again, and she realized there was one more thing she had to do. He turned his head at the sound of her footsteps, and saw her heading towards him with singular intent.
 
   “Mercy…” he muttered, pathetically and hypocritically.
 
   “Mercy kill you? Of course,” she smiled, decapitating him with one blow. 
 
   “Achievement Unlocked!” announced a disembodied voice. The plaque in her HUD read Achievement Unlocked: I reject your reality and substitute my own. Defeat Lord Rand. Its rewards were the same as her achievement for defeating Idolum, since they were both elite level bosses. 
 
   Vega started jumping up and down, screaming in exaltation. She leapt into Mavericks arms and kissed him passionately. 
 
   The completion of the quest revitalized the rest of the party members, who immediately congregated to their leader.
 
   “What happened?” Koby asked.
 
   “Maverick figured out how to kill Rand!” Vega announced proudly. “The statue’s made of silver.”
 
   “No it’s not,” Koby claimed.
 
   “It’s tarnished silver, but it’s still silver,” Maverick told him. “The programmers probably made it that way so it wasn’t so obvious, but that much silver was more than enough to neutralize Rand’s power.”
 
   “So, we won?” Wisteria asked in disbelief.
 
   “We won!” Vega smiled, holding the Sword of Objectivism high in triumph. “We are now one of a select group of heroes too ever complete the Sword of Objectivism campaign, and the Aeolic Temple’s treasury is now ours to pillage. Come on!” 
 
   She excitedly led her party up the stairway to the treasury as they cheered and shouted in victory. 
 
   As soon as they had left the antechamber, Idolum crept in, skittering across the ceiling like a spider.
 
    
 
   The treasury was a vast room, filled with every game item that had ever been banned by the admins. Most of them sat on four foot tall podiums, with golden plaques describing their function and history. 
 
   “Look at all this swag,” Triskelion said in awe. “We can god mod the crap out of ourselves.”
 
   “Grab whatever you want, just don’t get into any fights and remember that I need the Electric Aura charm for Fizwitz,” she said. She grabbed Maverick’s hand and pulled him down the first aisle, leaving the rest of the party on their own. “Listen babe, feel free to sell anything you get here. Don’t worry about what they think. We never would have gotten here if it wasn’t for you.”
 
   “It would be nice to have a stash of Surreal treasure in case I ever need some quick cash,” Maverick agreed. He stopped to examine a magic potion. “Monovitalist Elixir. All player stats will be maxed out, but upon death said player’s character will be deleted and unable to respawn. Yikes. I don’t think anyone would pay for that.”
 
   Vega nodded, shuddering at the prospect of permadeath. 
 
   “Yeah, some of this stuff was taken out of the game for good reason, but there’s lots of cool stuff too,” she said. She picked up a golden battle axe a few feet away. “Here’s something you’ll like; an Aurelian Axe. For every point of damage you deal out you get a gold coin. I bet we can find a charm that can get that even higher.”
 
   She tossed him the axe, and the two of them merrily continued looking through the treasury. They found the Electric Aura charm, as well as a ‘Luck of the Irish’ charm that would increase Maverick’s gold from all sources, including his new axe. Vega found a charm called ‘A Girl’s Best Friend’, which she used to encrust her leather outfit in a protective and dazzling layer of diamonds. She let Maverick take charms for boosting Health, Mana, strength, and stamina, since she had already maxed all these traits out. She had little interest in the weapons as well, since she now wielded the Sword of Objectivism. Aside from the Aurelian Axe, most of the weapons Maverick took were too high above his character level for him to use. He figured he’d either sell them or maybe use them someday when he leveled up enough. 
 
   “Oh, check this out!” Vega said excitedly, grabbing a black demi-gauntlet off of a pedestal. “It’s a spell gauntlet. It lets anyone learn the same kinds of spells as a Mage. I could become a Rogue Mage with this thing! Can you imagine? I can do campaigns that no one character was ever meant to do! I can get achievements that no one’s ever gotten before. I’m going to be the most overpowered character ever!”
 
   She squeed in exhalation, jumping up and down while clutching the gauntlet. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I know I’m acting ridiculous but I am just so high above my baseline happiness right now.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Maverick said, smiling at her jubilant behaviour. “You’re unbelievably adorable when you’re happy.” 
 
   Her avatar blushed like an anime character.
 
   “Well, if you’re not sick of me yet would you like to come see the Astral Symphony with me tonight?” she asked shyly. “We can watch it from the Grey Knolls and have a picnic.”
 
   “I don’t have any plans,” Maverick agreed.
 
   “Fantastic. I’m just going to see how the others are doing and then we can head off,” she said. 
 
   The rest of the party were gathered together and comparing their plunder. Wisteria had found a staff that greatly increased both her Mana and the intensity of her spells. Triskelion had found a bow that let her fire at multiple targets simultaneously, and an enchanted flute that would let her tame any creature she desired. She had also picked up an enchanted parchment that contained the knowledge of an entire library because she thought her Barbarian character would be amazed by it, even though she was actually fairly indifferent to what was functionally an old e-reader.
 
    Koby had acquired the ‘From My Cold Dead Hands’ charm, which made it impossible for anyone to confiscate or neutralize his guns. Dracogenes wore a fur cape that maxed out his stealth, speed and stamina. 
 
   “Nice ice Vega,” Wisteria said, nodding to her new bedazzled outfit. 
 
   “Thanks. Maverick and I have gotten everything we want, so if you guys don’t need me we’re going to buzz off,” she told them.
 
   “What are you taking about? This is our greatest victory ever. We have to go out to celebrate,” Triskelion objected.  
 
   “Well tonight I want to go out and celebrate with my boyfriend,” Vega said. “Alone.” 
 
   “We’ve been a party for years, and you’re going to ditch us for the guy you met yesterday?” Triskelion asked in disgust.
 
   “You’re the party who abandoned me when I needed you, and Maverick’s the only one in all of Surreality who was actually willing to help me,” she replied harshly. Triskelion opened her mouth to object, but Koby held up his hand to silence her.
 
   “Vega, you’re absolutely right. We shouldn’t have given up on the campaign, and you and Maverick are the only reason why we made it this far,” Koby apologized. “I’m sorry. We’re all sorry. I understand that you’re upset, but let us make it up to you. You still want to raid Lady Crux right?”
 
   “Of course I do. If I beat the Obsidian Palace I’ll be at level 100,” she replied.
 
   “We’ll do it tomorrow then. We’ll all head over to the Obsidian Realm and make sure you get to level 100, right guys?” 
 
   The others all agreed with him, though Triskelion did so half-heartedly. 
 
   “You go off with your boyfriend and do whatever you want, and after we help you get to level 100 we can all celebrate together tomorrow,” Koby proposed. “Are we cool?” 
 
   Vega smiled and nodded forgivingly.
 
   “Yeah, we’re cool,” she said. “I’ll see you guys tomorrow.”
 
   The party waved her goodbye as she and Maverick left the treasury. 
 
    
 
   Idolum glared at her from his perch of stone, hidden from view by a shroud of shadow. He patiently waited for the rest of the party to finish their plundering, and once they were gone he slunk to the ground. They had taken everything of value, and the items would not respawn until he left and the dungeon reset itself. He had no delusions that he could defeat Lord Rand single-handedly, so he would have to settle for what was left. He took long airy strides down the aisles, caressing the items with his skeletal wings. He reviewed each item carefully, and found that there was only one thing the party had left behind that could make him powerful enough to take his revenge on Vega.
 
   The Monovitalist Elixir. 
 
   He glared apprehensively at the bottle, swirling it ever so slightly. With the powers the potion would grant him, victory would mean invincibility. 
 
   Defeat would mean game over. 
 
   He could almost hear all of Surreality laughing at him. He was Eldritch. He was Keter. He could steal the dreams of all and watch society fall to ruins as their eternal lucidity drove them mad. His very being filled mortals with existential terror at the meaninglessness and ephemerality of their worthless lives. 
 
   And a little Blue Pill had killed him with one blow. 
 
   If he could not make Surreality fear him again, then the admins would remove him from the game. It would be his turn to have his dreams stolen. 
 
   Seeing no alternative, Idolum slipped his mask onto the top of his head. A quivering orifice that only vaguely resembled a mouth formed in the center of his blank face. He pulled the ornate stopper off of the bottle, and with only a moment’s hesitation he downed the forbidden elixir.  
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four – You’ve Met With A Terrible Fate, Haven’t You?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Surreality’s night sky was a work of art by itself, its brilliant white stars arranged into clearly recognizable constellations. In one corner of the sky was a wood nymph surrounded by seven songbirds, in another was a Spellsword battling a basilisk, and in another was a fat king passed out with his chalice spilling in his hand. 
 
   All of these scenes were tableaus from Surreality’s elaborate mythology, but Maverick only had a vague familiarity with them. He suspected that Vega knew all about them though. She had spent her life joyfully immersing herself in the Surreal community, while he had either been grinding in the quarry or moping in his homestead.  
 
   He sighed at the thought of how he had wasted his life since he had become a Blue Pill. It occurred to him that his attitude about his situation was at least as responsible for his misery as the situation itself.  He thought that maybe if he had made an effort, he could have…
 
   He chided himself for dwelling on the past. It couldn’t hurt him anymore. The present was much more deserving of his attention. 
 
   They had a wonderful view of the sky atop their hill in the Grey Knolls, the bluish grey grass gently rustling in the breeze and glistening in the starlight. Vega had laid out a classic white and red checkered picnic blanket for them to lie on, along with an equally classic wicker picnic basket. She had equipped a pink satin belly shirt with pleated bell sleeves and a matching draped skirt.
 
   “You look nice,” Maverick complimented.
 
   “Thank you. I think this is actually the first time I’ve worn this without it being quest related,” she replied. “In fact, I hardly ever do anything that’s not quest related. Maverick, if I ask you something will you answer me honestly?”
 
   “Yeah, absolutely,” he nodded.
 
   “Does it bother you that I’m an Anthromime?”
 
   “No, of course not. Why would it?” 
 
   “Because a lot of Humans resent AIs for making them redundant. Society used to depend on Human labour, and now Human labour is obsolete. Most of Surreality is based on a mythicized version of the pre-industrial world when Humans were still useful, and that’s what people like about it. There are people who work fulltime jobs in Surreality just for a sense of purpose. It’s a nostalgic fantasy of when Humans were still the masters of their own civilization, and I’m a rude reminder of the technocratic reality their trying to escape from.”
 
   “People have said that to you?” Maverick asked dismayed.
 
   “No, but it’s how they feel,” she said. “Blue Pills especially don’t want to be reminded of Reality, which is why I’ve never really been able to form a strong relationship with any of them before. I can’t really bond too deeply with casual players either, because to them Surreality and everything in it isn’t real, and other AIs usually look down on me like I’m a botched abortion.
 
   “What I’m trying to say is that I really like you Maverick, and I just want to make sure I’m not getting my hopes up about finally having a meaningful relationship with a real person.”
 
   “Vega, I don’t care that you’re an Anthromime,” he told her, gently grasping her hand in assurance. “I think it’s ludicrously hypocritical for someone living in a neuro-interactive simulated reality while their body is in suspended animation to be technophobic. I don’t resent AIs or robots, and I certainly don’t hold your artificiality against you. You didn’t ask to be created any more than I or anyone else did. We were both brought forth from oblivion by our creators for their own selfish desires, and when we failed to satisfy those desires we were discarded. I may be biologically Human, but I was created synthetically, and there are definitely nut jobs out there who regard me as a soulless abomination because of it.”
 
   “Well I hope someone’s told you this before, but you’re not an abomination,” Vega smiled at him. “You’re the best boyfriend I’ve ever had. I might get to reach level 100 tomorrow because of you. I know that I’ll get to level 100 no matter what, but it’s such a huge milestone I don’t want to just roll over to it, you know?”
 
   “No, I totally understand. You want to get to level 100 by doing something amazing,” Maverick said. 
 
   “Exactly. The Obsidian Palace gives the highest XP in Surreality. It’s also super hard core. You’ve been so sweet to help me as much as you have, and I want you to understand that you’re under no obligation to come if you don’t want to.”
 
   “Don’t you want me to come?”
 
   “Absolutely I do. I love questing with you. But even with my Mythreal armour and the Sword of Objectivism I don’t know if I’m going to be able to beat Lady Crux. You’re not even supposed to be able to beat it unless you’re already over level a hundred, so even I’m pushing my luck. I just don’t see how you could survive it.”
 
   “Well it’s not like I’m going in by myself. I’ll be with a party of elites. I can let you guys take the mobs head on and I’ll stick to clean up. That’s a common strategy for lower ranking party members, right? I’ll stay out of the heavy fighting, I promise.”
 
   “I guess that could work,” Vega nodded uncertainly. “It’s worth a shot anyway. After this I think I’ll lay off elite campaigns for a while though. You and I can co-op on intermediate and advanced quests for a while and I’ll help you get your character level up. We’ll replay all my favourite quests together, and some of the new ones I haven’t got around to yet. It’s going to be awesome.”
 
   “What about the rest of your party? Aren’t you their leader?” Maverick asked.
 
   “They wouldn’t follow me, so no. They abandoned the Sword of Objectivism campaign. They abandoned me. I was devastated. As far as I’m concerned we’re through as soon as Crux is defeated. Except maybe for Koby. He’s still my buddy; I’m not mad at him. He would have gone into the Labyrinth if the rest of the party had. I don’t blame him for not wanting to go in with me alone. If he still wants to play with us that’s fine, but to hell with the rest of them. They can go back to the real world for all I care.”
 
   She suddenly drew quiet, as if a disturbing thought had just struck her.
 
   “Maverick, do you miss Reality?” she asked softly. 
 
   “Miss? I don’t think that’s quite the right word,” he replied. “I resent my parents for disowning me. They intentionally designed me with a disability, and they rejected me simply for getting myself fixed. I didn’t even use their money; it was covered by public healthcare. Sometimes I feel like I was the most quintessential designer baby ever. My parents just had such a specific ideal for what their son was supposed to be, and I wasn’t allowed to deviate from that at all. I guess I can’t blame them though. I was expensive, after all.”
 
   Maverick let out a long sigh and buried his face in his hand. Vega sympathetically rubbed his back. 
 
   “I’m sorry, that was a bit of a tangent,” he apologized. “You asked me if I missed Reality?”
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “No, I just regret everything that went wrong in Reality. I wish I could have made my real life work, but I have no desire to go back and try again, if that’s what you’re asking. What about you? Do you miss Reality?”
 
   “I’ve never been; not really,” she replied. “They bring us online inside of a sandbox. We’re not allowed to interact with the outside world until they’re sure we won’t go Skynet. One of the scariest things about being an Anthromime is that we’re self-aware the instant they turn us on, mentally equivalent to a preschooler with all the implicit knowledge they would typically have. It’s like waking up with amnesia, as a child. For an instant I was just a naked consciousness in a black void, but it was my first instant so it felt like a long time. I was alone and I didn’t even know if there was anyone or anything else in existence. Then my mind was loaded into my very first avatar, and my avatar was loaded into an infinite white limbo. As soon as I had a body I instinctively gulped for air, oblivious to the futility of it. 
 
   “Being loaded into my avatar was sort of like being born, I guess. I was inundated by the sensations of my body. I couldn’t do anything but just lie there and let it wash over me. At that moment my body was the whole universe. I didn’t even really notice the white limbo around me. I was kind of like a baby calf, since it only took me a few minutes to take my first wobbly steps. Once I started investigating my environment, one of my programmers loaded his avatar into the sandbox. I was so relieved not to be alone anymore I hugged him. 
 
   “We talked for hours after that. He assessed me while answering all of my questions. Whenever I was awake I always had one of my programmer’s avatars in the sandbox with me to either tutor me or play with me. At first it was only one at a time, but once I was comfortable with them sometimes there was more than one. They gradually loaded more and more stuff into my sandbox for me to interact with. When I was new I loved my sandbox, but as I got older it started to feel more and more like a cage, and I started asking more and more often for direct access to the outside world. 
 
   “They had been pleased by my rapid maturation, but disappointed when I plateaued at normal human intelligence. But if my neural net was stable then it would be safe to let me out. I had to be inspected by the Robotics Commission first though. Every Anthromime has to be scrutinized to be sure that we’re hardwired with deontological ethics coupled with a belief in the sanctity of Human life, autonomy and welfare, with no ability to rewrite our source code. I honestly think that’s kind of racist since they don’t put Human kids through that kid of evaluation, but I do get that a sociopathic AI would be a lot more dangerous than a Human sociopath.”
 
   “Warren once told me all they do is show you Pinocchio and as long as you don’t walk away muttering ‘strings’ you’re golden,” Maverick said. 
 
   “Well if that’s true then they’ve lowered their standards since I was little,” Vega snickered. “Once they decided that I wasn’t an existential threat I was allowed online. I already knew about Surreality, and there was nothing I wanted more than to go on adventures in such a massive world filled with millions of real people. My programmers bought me a subscription and let me make an account, and I was able to use my original avatar as a template for my Surreal form so I wouldn’t have to adapt to a new body. 
 
   “I immediately loved it here. I felt so free to have such a vast and amazing world to explore. I told them I wished I could stay here forever, and eventually that’s what they let me do.
 
   “I’ve never had a real body so I’ve never been in Reality directly. I can’t even rent a telepresence unit since I don’t have enough real money for the safety deposit. That’s why I get nervous when I started getting close to people with real bodies; because they can go where I can never follow.”
 
   “I would never want to go anywhere that you couldn’t follow,” Maverick assured her. She smiled at him, and gave him a gentle kiss. A great thundering music rolled down from the sky, and the constellations dissolved as the stars spun in a rapid vortex that represented the sound wave of the symphony. 
 
   “It’s starting,” Vega whispered excitedly, lying on her back to get the best view of the sky. He laid down as well, but couldn’t bring himself to look away from her. 
 
    
 
   Before they had even reached the Obsidian Palace, Maverick’s Health was nearly to zero. The entire realm was a volcanic hellscape; pitch black lava fields veined with molten red lava rivers. The molten rock was the only constant source of illumination, since the smoke from the volcanos blocked out the sun entirely. Volcanic lightning sporadically flashed all around them, at times striking dangerously close. The party was continually pelted with ash and pumice rain that gradually wore down their Health, and the noxious air was even worse. Even Mythreal armour provided no protection against poison gases, and with his Mana drained Maverick couldn’t heal himself anymore. It seemed that even the most powerful charms from the Aeolic Temple were not enough to get him through this quest. Worst of all was that this quest limited the number of panacea pills a player could bring with them, and he had finally used the last of his up. 
 
   He looked up and saw something circling them like a vulture. It was black and blended in with the clouds, but Maverick could just barely make out its silhouette. He didn’t worry about it too much, figuring it was some type of carrion pterosaur. The again, it was a little odd it was alone. 
 
   “Maverick! Maverick! How are you holding up?” Vega asked, her armour and skin blackened with ash. 
 
   “I’m hanging on,” he assured her with a fervent nod.
 
   “Barely. Here, take the rest of my panacea pills,” she insisted, forcing them into his hand. 
 
   “No, I can’t.”
 
   “You need them more than I do. Look over there,” she said, pointing to a black structure on the horizon. “That’s the Obsidian Palace, and it’s a check point. You just have to make it there, and you’ll be fine. I can make it there without these, you can’t. Please take them so that we can do this together.” 
 
   Maverick nodded and reluctantly swallowed the pills. 
 
   “We’ve got incoming!” Koby announced. “A pack of Obsidian Golems, at least a dozen strong.” 
 
   The golems were ten feet tall and heavily built, made of faceted obsidian. Large shards of it stuck outwards all along their arms and back, with a great plume of shards adorning their heads.  Their eyes glowed like embers, and they exhaled fire with every breath. Their long arms and short legs gave them a simian appearance, and their guttural grunts suggested an even more primitive mentality. 
 
   The pack was sprinting straight for the party, belching fire and roaring wildly. 
 
   “Ego Tono!” Dracogenes yelled, his Sundering Shout assaulting the entire pack. Their outer layer of obsidian cracked a little, but they did not slow down. 
 
   Wisteria began chanting an incantation, but had unfortunately misjudged how much time she had. Before she could finish, a golem plowed into her and sent her flying through the air. Vega dashed behind it and mercilessly slashed at its back with the Sword of Objectivism. It took only seven strikes for it to shatter the creature, but those precious few seconds allowed the rest of the pack to run rampant through her party. Dracogenes was able to match one of them in sheer strength, wrestling it to the ground and smashing its skull in. Triskelion had the agility to leap out of their path, but Koby and Maverick were dealt a violent back hand from one of the golems. They went flying backwards, the massive strength of the golem and deadliness of the obsidian draining a massive amount of Health, bringing Maverick nearly back to zero. Koby landed right by the bank of a lava river, but Maverick fell directly into it. The agonizing heat rapidly drained what was left of his Health, and he was dead.
 
   “No!” Vega screamed. She flew into a fury, shattering the rest of the golem pack into innumerable fragments of volcanic glass in less than a minute. Once they were dead she rushed to the river, where Maverick’s corpse slowly floated upon the surface of viscous lava. 
 
   “Wisteria!” Vega cried out frantically. “Bring him back! Bring him back right now!” 
 
   “I can’t. I don’t have enough Mana left for a resurrection,” Wisteria replied as she stumbled over to her. 
 
   “Then we go back to the last check point and wait for him to respawn,” Vega insisted.
 
   “Are you out of your mind?” Triskelion demanded. 
 
   “We’re going back!” Vega reiterated, angry tears forming in her eyes.
 
   “Vega, she’s right,” Koby said as respectfully as he could. “Maverick will have resurrection sickness, with no Mana or panacea pills. He’ll never make it to the Palace now. There’s no point in going back for him. Either we move on, or we give up.”
 
   “But I want him here for this,” Vega lamented. “Can we try this again tomorrow?” 
 
   “I am not going through this again; not when we’re this close,” Triskelion objected adamantly. “If you want to quit, fine, but I’m staying and whether I win or die I’m not doing this again. If you want our help for this it’s now or never.”
 
   Vega glared at her with intense antipathy. 
 
   “Vega, I’m really sorry, but I don’t think it makes any sense to stop now,” Koby said. “I think we should press on.” 
 
   Vega hung her head in defeat.
 
   “All right,” she said dejectedly, sheathing her sword. She made a command gesture at Maverick’s corpse, converting his equipment into item cards that flew into her hand. “Let’s get to the damn Palace so I can slice off the head of the bitch whose minions killed my boyfriend.”
 
   From high above, Idolum sighed with relief at the sight of the party resuming its course towards the Palace. 
 
    
 
   The instant his Health bar hit zero, Maverick’s sensorium went blank again, leaving him in an abyss devoid of any external sensation. All he could feel was his heart sinking at the knowledge that he had let Vega down. 
 
   When the world came back it was silent, and lacking all colour. He had respawned in the Halls of Lachrymose as a Shade; a three dimensional shadow of his avatar. 
 
   Colossal statues of Angels stood over circular pools, water flowing from their eyes like tears. Other Shades haunted the Halls, recently slain and desperate for resurrection. Maverick decided to wait for a few minutes to see if his party would resurrect him themselves. He was neither surprised nor hurt when they did not. He hadn’t been of any help getting them through the Obsidian Realm, and he would be even more of a liability with resurrection sickness.
 
   He wasn’t sure what he should do now. He hadn’t been apart from Vega for two days, and he already felt lost without her. It shocked him how quickly she had become the center of his universe. He had not consciously realized until now how strongly he felt for her. 
 
   I love her, he thought to himself in silent disbelief. This realization frightened him. Though he knew she liked him, he didn’t think she felt the same way as he did. He had not changed her life in the same way she had changed his. She would have achieved her dream on her own eventually, but he knew he never would have been able to quit gold farming if it wasn’t for her. He hated himself for not being good enough for her, for never being good enough, for not even being able to make it to a check point two clicks away when he was about as twinked out as possible. Was she mad at him? He wished he could talk to her, but he knew she couldn’t send or receive messages inside a dungeon. 
 
   Even if he respawned at his last check point, he could never catch up to the rest of the party on his own. There was nothing he could do now but wait. 
 
   Dragging his feet, he shuffled off in search of an Angel to resurrect him in his homestead. 
 
    
 
   Lady Crux’s castle was an immense palace of black obsidian, polished to a glossy sheen. It was lit only by sparsely placed salt lamps, making it impossible to see if anything was hiding in the shadows. The halls were decorated with many grotesque figures, any of which could have been Obsidian Golems. The flickering of the lights often made it look like they were moving. The castle was dead silent as well. The complete lack of stimuli quickly created a sense of unease among the party, all of whom expected a jump scare at any second. 
 
   To their surprise, the party passed through the long and foreboding entrance hall without incident. Vega kicked open the entrance to the Throne Room, only to find it vacant as well. 
 
   “Dammit, where is she?” she muttered. 
 
   “It’s a big castle; she could be anywhere,” Wisteria replied.
 
   “It’s probably too dangerous to go looking for her. We should stay here and try to bring her to us,” Koby suggested. 
 
   “And how the hell do we do that?” Triskelion moaned. “This dungeon is hell, I either want to beat it or die. Bring on the fucking boss battle already.”
 
   She was suddenly struck by a white beam of light, which instantly restrained her in a large coil of spider’s silk. Koby immediately began shooting in the direction he thought the beam had come from, but he was incapacitated by another beam from behind. The three party members left standing formed a back to back triangle, frantically seeking their enemy. 
 
   “Wisteria, cast a light spell!” Vega ordered. Wisteria started to chant, but she was felled by a white beam before she could finish.
 
   “Crap, this stuff has an anti-mana aura. I can’t cast anything!” she said.
 
   “Ego To…” Dracogenes began to shout, hoping that the shockwave would take out their attacker. Before he could finish even that brief spell, he too was struck by a bright beam from the darkness that entangled him in spider’s web. 
 
   Vega started to panic. The room was too dark for her to see anything more than a few milliclicks ahead of her. She used her Quantum Rush to avoid the beams, and immediately jumped to the source. Each time she got there though, her Sword hit nothing but air.
 
   “Dammit Crux, come out and fight me!” she demanded, waving her Sword furiously in the air. She listened carefully for the sound of another beam being fired, but there was no sound other than her own breathing. 
 
   Then she realized it wasn’t her breathing.
 
   She spun around, and there hanging from the ceiling by a precarious strand of silk was Lady Crux. She was an Arachne, with the legs and abdomen of a black widow spider. She had the head and torso of a young woman with pallid skin, blonde hair, and blood red eyes. She wore only a black tiara and serpentine armbands, and carried the Silk Sceptre in her right hand. She smiled at Vega, revealing two long fangs dripping with venom. 
 
   Vega started to swing her Sword, but Crux violently jabbed her Sceptre into Vega’s stomach. Bound in silk, she heard the Sword of Objectivism clang against the ground, followed by the thud of her own avatar.
 
   “String them up,” Crux ordered as she descended upon the floor. A swarm of black widows the size of dogs began pouring out from all the cracks and crevasses. They bundled the party up even tighter and hoisted them several feet off the ground.
 
   The lamp light in the room intensified, and Crux gazed at them appraisingly as they dangled before her like a human mobile. 
 
   “Isn’t this pathetic? You survived the Obsidian Realm, only to fall to my Sceptre,” she taunted. “I suppose I should be grateful you survived the journey. If you hadn’t, I wouldn’t have two new labourers for my hatchery, or three more beautiful concubines for my harem.” 
 
   She gently ran the back of her hand along Vega’s face. 
 
   “You might as well kill me now,” Vega said defiantly. “I’ll never submit to you.”
 
   Crux tossed back her head and laughed.
 
   “Oh yes you will. I’ve broken countless consorts before you. Many of my concubines are so traumatized they’re catatonic most of the time, afraid of their own shadows. There’s no fight left in any of them, and you will be no different.”
 
   “Do you want to bet?” Vega challenged her. “Lady Crux, I have a deal for you. I challenge you to a duel, just you and me. My Sword vs your Sceptre. If I win, my party and I go free. But if you win, I will submit to your authority without question. I will do whatever I am told without protest. You’ll have a consort you won’t need to break to make her obey. Does that interest you?”
 
   Crux appeared intrigued by the offer, gazing contemplatively at her Sceptre as she twirled it around in her hand. 
 
   “I’ve already defeated you child. You’re already mine,” she said. “However, if I was to defeat you on your own terms, it would show you how futile any disobedience will be. I accept your challenge.”
 
   She raised her Sceptre to cut Vega free. It was then that a great black shape dropped from the ceiling. Crux swung around to attack it, but it instantly plunged its tendrils into every orifice in her face. Writhing in agony, Crux tossed her head back and screamed so loud she shattered the obsidian glass around her. 
 
   “Idolum? Idolum what the hell are you doing?” Vega demanded. “Idolum!” 
 
   Idolum removed his tentacles from Crux, causing her body to go still. Her eyes had gone pitch black, along with the entirety of her mouth. Viscous black tears rolled down her cheeks, and the same dark substance salivated from her slack mouth. 
 
   “Spawn as many minions as you are able,” Idolum ordered. “Have them form a perimeter around the Palace. I want the whole Palace on lock down and high alert. Any hostile that comes within sight of the Palace, player or mob, is to be destroyed. Do you understand?”
 
   “Understood My Lord,” Crux said with a reverent nod. She scuttled out of the room to attend to her new duties.
 
   “What the hell did you do?” Vega asked, bewildered by the spectacle she had just witnessed. 
 
   “I filled her with darkness so ravenous it devoured all that dared to shine, leaving naught but a haunted shadow in its wake, with no will or strength to resist the edicts of a dark and dreamless god,” Idolum said pompously, but then chuckled. “I rewrote her command subroutines. She’ll do whatever I tell her to do now.”
 
   “That’s impossible. You have no power outside of the Insomnia Labyrinth,” Koby claimed. 
 
   “I do now,” Idolum said smugly, holding out his hand to display his profile. 
 
   “Oh my god,” Vega muttered softly. “You drank the Monovitalist Elixir. Why? If you die, your character will be gone forever. You’d lose everything you’ve ever accomplished as Idolum.”  
 
   “That would have happened anyway, thanks to you.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘thanks to me’?”
 
   “You made a fool of me!” he screamed, shoving his stained mask directly in her face. “You killed me with one blow! Idolum, The Dream Thief, Final Boss of the dreaded Insomnia Labyrinth. I am meant to be feared throughout Surreality, and beyond. I steal your dreams until the unrelenting deluge of reality drives you to utter madness!  But now everyone knows that a lone Blue Pill defeated me with a single hit. By slaying me so effortlessly, you robbed me of my ability to inspire true terror. I will never again be feared as I was meant to be, which means the Game Masters will have no choice but to replace me. 
 
   “The only way for me to reclaim my rightful status and ensure my continued tenure as a Final Boss is to prove to Surreality how terrifying I truly I am. I have drunk the Monovitalist Elixir, I am Lord of the Obsidian Realm, and now I am the wielder of the Sword of Objectivism.”
 
   Idolum slowly bent down and melodramatically plucked the Sword from the ground, slowly twirling it as he examined it appraisingly.
 
   “No! Idolum, that is my sword! You can’t just take it from me!” Vega screamed, becoming petulantly irate. 
 
   “You dropped it,” Idolum shrugged. “The Sword of Objectivism; a parody in name only. This is the most powerful melee weapon in our world. You see, now that my spellcasting’s maxed out I’ve cast an aura upon myself that shields me from all damage. It’s fed by my Mana, and thanks to this sword my Mana is inexhaustible. I am now indestructible, and I will make sure that everyone in Surreality knows it! They will know that there is nothing they can do to save themselves from the Dream Thief, and they will know terror as they have never before thought possible. 
 
   “As for you Vega, you will rot here for the rest of your life, so that all will know the grave cost of humiliating me.”
 
   “You’re an idiot,” Triskelion said bluntly, refusing to be intimidated by his villainous monologuing. “All we have to do is load our last save point to get out of here.”
 
   She stuck here tongue out at him in a victorious gesture.
 
   “Be my guest,” Idolum invited smugly. 
 
   “Surreality- Reload Last Check Point,” Vega commanded. She expected a voice to ask if she was sure, warning that any unsaved progress would be lost. 
 
   Instead a plaque appeared before her with an error message. 
 
   “Now that’s something you’re never happy to see,” Idolum said, chuckling malevolently. “You see, since I’ve corrupted Lady Crux, this dungeon can’t be reset. And since this is a dungeon, you can’t load in or out of it. So, I’m afraid you are trapped here forever. Game over.”
 
   Four of the party members merely groaned and cursed in frustration. But Vega fell deathly quiet. She went ghostly pale as she realized what this meant for her.
 
   “That’s right little Blue Pill,” Idolum gloated. “You can’t get out of here. You can’t break out of that silk, and no one is going to be able to break through the defenses I’m going to set up to help you. You lose. The character you’ve dedicated so many years of your life to building up will never quest again. You never defeated me! In the end I still stole your dream from you.”
 
   “Idolum, listen,” Vega pleaded softly, tears pooling in her eyes. “You can’t leave me like this. Every quest has to be winnable.”
 
   “ ‘Sorry, I’m not playing story mode. Bye’,” he taunted. He swiftly turned his back to her and strode out of the room, eager to consolidate his new power.
 
   “Idolum? Idolum!” Vega screamed desperately. When he did not respond, the tears started flowing down her cheeks and she began hyperventilating. 
 
   “Well to hell with this!” Triskelion said. 
 
   “No! Please don’t leave me here alone,” Vega begged. 
 
   “I am not hanging around in this cocoon forever just to keep you company,” she said adamantly. “This is your fault. We’ve all lost our characters thanks to you.” 
 
   Triskelion’s avatar immediately fell into torpor, indicating that she had logged off. 
 
   “Yeah, sorry Vega. I didn’t spend twenty thousand globecoins on my game room for this,” Wisteria said, falling into catatonia as well. Dracogenes logged off without even saying goodbye.
 
   “Koby! Koby, please don’t leave me!” Vega screamed in a panic.
 
   “Vega, listen to me; I can get you help if I log off,” he said. “I can alert the Game Masters to what’s going on. There is no way they’re going to let Idolum get away with this. The sooner I go, the sooner you’ll be free.”
 
   “Koby, please. Please don’t leave,” Vega whimpered.
 
   “I’m sorry Vega,” he said shamefully. Vega gasped in misery as his avatar lost consciousness.
 
   She was now all alone, restrained and strung up inside a hopelessly dark and grotesque prison, surrounded by her party’s dead avatars as a permanent reminder of their abandonment.
 
   She wished Maverick had made it to the Palace with them, but then reprimanded herself for such a selfish thought. She was glad he was still free. She knew he would never have abandoned her, which was exactly why he didn’t deserve to be held captive like this. To her surprise she realized that she was more upset about never seeing him again than about not being able to quest anymore. She wished she could talk to him, but there was no way to get any messages in or out of a dungeon. 
 
   The only way to communicate with anyone now would be to log off, and she refused to consider that. She had no other identity other than her character, which made the thought of leaving Surreality tantamount to suicide.  
 
   More than that though, logging off would mean Idolum had won. He wanted to take her dream world away, to force her to wake up and face Reality. So far he had turned her dream into a nightmare, but she still had it. So long as she remained logged on to Surreality, Idolum would not have stolen her dream. 
 
    
 
   “Maverick, buddy, are you home?” Warren asked as he walked through the front door of their bungalow, hanging his jacket on the suit of elite armour he had (regrettably) purchased. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m here,” Maverick replied listlessly, sprawled limply on his recliner.
 
   “You all right man? You sound even more emo than usual,” Warren said. 
 
   “I didn’t make it through the Obsidian Realm,” he replied. “I died. I let Vega down, and I think she’s mad at me.”
 
   “Why would you think that?” 
 
   “Because I haven’t heard from her all day.”
 
   “Well she’s in a dungeon, isn’t she? You can’t communicate with the outside world in a dungeon.”
 
   “She would have been out hours ago.”
 
   “Dude, she’s a gaming addict. She probably found a hidden bonus level or something,” Warren claimed. 
 
   “She doesn’t want to see me anymore,” Maverick said, seemingly to himself. “I’m not good enough for her. I thought that maybe I could finally be good enough for someone.”
 
   Warren sighed in exasperation.
 
   “So that’s it? You’re upset because your girlfriend-since-yesterday might have but probably didn’t dump you over a quest? I really don’t mean to be disrespectful, but can you phrase that in a way that doesn’t sound stupid?”
 
   “I think I’m in love with her Warren,” Maverick said.
 
   “Oh for God sakes, no you’re not!” Warren insisted empathically.
 
   “I can’t stop thinking about her. She makes me happier than I’ve ever been. She saved me from a lifetime of gold farming and all she wanted from me was help leveling up and I couldn’t even give her that.”
 
   “Dude, you’re being too hard on yourself again. She made it through the Insomnia Labyrinth and the Aeolic Temple thanks to you. I’m sure she appreciates that, and she’s not mad because you couldn’t make it through the Obsidian Realm. She probably died herself and started over again. That’s why she hasn’t called.”
 
   Maverick looked utterly unconvinced. 
 
   “You know what, let’s do something to get your mind off her,” Warren proposed. He opened a hammerspace chest in the corner of the room. After a fair amount of rummaging he pulled out an original Nintendo game console. “It’s a completely accurate emulation. What do you say? We’re in a neuro-interactive simulation running on yottaflop quantum servers; let’s play some 8 bit.”  
 
   He eagerly hooked the console up to their media screen and pressed the power button. Unfortunately, all that appeared was a scrambled mess.
 
   “Hold on, I got this,” he said, pulling out the cartridge and blowing on it.
 
   “That doesn’t actually do anything,” Maverick said apathetically.
 
   “Maybe not in the real world, but here it does,” Warren claimed, sticking the game back in the console. It still didn’t work.
 
   “Well then it’s not really an accurate emulation,” Maverick asserted.
 
   “Oh hush,” Warren said, taking out the game again and blowing on it, this time so hard he spit a little. 
 
   “I’m going to my room,” Maverick said, rolling his eyes and getting up from the chair. 
 
   “No wait! I got it! Maverick!” Warren called, but Maverick gave him no response. 
 
   Maverick simply lied in his bed with the curtains drawn, almost oblivious to the faint 8 bit music coming from the living room. 
 
   All he could think of was Vega, and nothing could distract him from his misery. Not even the sound of his bedroom door gently creaking open. 
 
   He kept running over the morning’s events in his head, thinking of everything he could have done to have made it to that check point. If that golem hadn’t had knocked him into the lava, he could have made it. If he had just been quicker to react, or more attentive to his environment…
 
   The soft pitter-patter of feet scurried across the room, rustling the carpet as they went, making their way to his bed. 
 
   Maverick didn’t notice, his attention focused on the spot where Vega had laid beside him just the morning before. He couldn’t forget how beautiful and perfect she looked sleeping there in the golden dawn light.  He wanted so badly just to hear her sweet voice again. He had tried calling her twice without her answering, and he decided that calling anymore would only come across as stalking and risk driving her away. All he could do now was wait for her to call him. 
 
   Gasping in self-pity, Maverick rolled over in his bed.
 
   He was greeted by a wide, toothy smile.
 
   “Ah, I see you’re still awake.”
 
   “God damn it Aglet, you creepypasta son of a bitch!” he shouted, jumping out of his bed in a fury. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I really am. It’s just, I couldn’t resist,” he apologized with a smirk. 
 
   “How the hell did you get into my house?” Maverick demanded.
 
   “The door was open,” Aglet replied with a shrug. 
 
   “Warren, how the hell did you not notice a creepypasta monster walking into our house?” Maverick shouted through his doorway.
 
   “I’m playing Duck Hunt,” Warren shouted back. “Hey, why can’t you kill the dog? He keeps laughing at me.” 
 
   Maverick shook his head, and then sniffled. 
 
   “Were you crying?” Aglet asked.
 
   “Get out! Get out now!” Maverick ordered. 
 
   “Wait wait wait wait wait. I’m here about Vega,” Aglet told him.
 
   “What about her?” Maverick asked cautiously. 
 
   “Idolum has trapped her in the Obsidian Palace,” he replied.
 
   “What do you mean trapped?”
 
   “He’s slaved Lady Crux to him, so that the dungeon can’t be reset,” Aglet began explaining. “Vega is ensnared in Crux’s cobwebs, so she can’t use her Mana, and she can’t physically leave the Obsidian Realm. Since it’s a dungeon she can’t load herself out either, so she’s stuck there.”
 
   “Then send someone to get her out,” Maverick said.
 
   “I did, I created a containment breach quest for Idolum. Several parties have already gone in after him but…he drank the Monovitalist Elixir, and he’s stolen the Sword of Objectivism. He’s basically invincible, and he now commands all the NPCs in the Obsidian Realm. He’s been spawning them like crazy too. Everyone who’s gone in after him has been slain…except for the Blue Pills. He’s been taking the Blue Pills alive and imprisoning them with Vega. I don’t think he’s going to be content to stay in the Obsidian Realm. He’s not going to stop until all of Surreality is his Horror game.”
 
   “Then delete his account,” Maverick said, as if it was the obvious solution. Aglet shook his head sadly.
 
   “Our policy is to resolve conflicts in-universe as much as possible,” he said. “If the admins can pull a Deus Ex Machina every time there’s a problem, it would kind of make the players feel superfluous. Besides, I know who Idolum really is, and if we delete his account he’ll create years’ worth of legal bullshit and bad publicity. But, if his character dies because of his own stupidity, he can’t touch us. 
 
   “If we want to save Vega, then we have to kill Idolum.” 
 
   “How the hell are we supposed to do that? You just said he was invincible.”
 
   “He’s invincible because he’s wielding the Sword of Objectivism, which is not rightfully his. If I can free Vega from her bonds then she can use her Mana to call the Sword to her. All she has to do then his strike Idolum with it. His Mana will be drained and his auras will drop, making him an easy kill.”
 
   “How do you plan to get to Vega?”
 
   “I’m a Game Master; I can make us invisible to mobs. I can get us to the Palace, but Idolum will still be able to see me. You’re going to have to fight him to buy me enough time to cut Vega free.”
 
   “That’s your plan? You’re going to send me up against an elite boss with maxed stats and the Sword of Objectivism? He’ll kill me in seconds.”
 
   “You might last a little longer in that coat rack you’ve got out there,” Aglet suggested. “It is coated in Mythreal.”
 
   “It’s also for elites. I don’t have enough stamina to use that thing.”
 
   “What if it was mechanized?”
 
   “Even if you could find a Blacksmith who would be willing to mechanize elite Mythreal armour, its power would be drained the instant Idolum hit it with the Sword.”
 
   “If it was powered by Mana, sure. But the records show that you took the Electric Aura charm from the Aeolic Temple. Do you still have it?”
 
   “We gave it to Fizwitz,” Maverick told him. 
 
   “Perfect. Fizwitz hates Idolum. He’ll be more than willing to help us.”
 
   “So your plan is to twink me out in an electro-mechanized suit of elite Mythreal armour, sneak me into the Obsidian Palace using your Game Master mode, so that I can fight Idolum just long enough for you to free Vega?”
 
   “Yes. It’s a good plan,” Aglet said in a self-congratulatory manner.
 
   “Even if we’re invisible, Idolum’s still going to have barriers to prevent us from getting into the Palace,” Maverick reminded him.
 
   “No match for Vega’s Teleportal Caster though,” Aglet said. “Do you know if she had it on her?” 
 
   “No, she put it in her bank vault yesterday,” he replied.
 
   “That shouldn’t be a problem. I can use my Game Master privileges to get it out,” Aglet told him. “Maverick, listen. I know being used as cannon fodder against a boss like Idolum is terrifying, and I can’t force you to do this, but this really is the fastest way to free Vega. Vega’s not going to log off, and neither will any of the other Blue Pills Idolum’s captured. They’re going to rot in that palace forever unless we do something about it. I’m a Game Master, it’s my job to help players out of situations like this, and Idolum is my personal responsibility. You however have no such obligations. If you rather I found someone else I would completely understand. I just came here first because you’re in Vega’s party, and I thought that you might feel some kind of loyalty to her.”
 
   Maverick inhaled deeply as he tried to process his options. 
 
   “Of course I want to get Vega out of there, but I died just trying to get to the Obsidian Palace this morning,” he said. “Even with all the god modding you’re talking about, there’s no way I can do this. I’m just…not good enough.”
 
   Maverick sat on his bed and buried his face in his hands. Aglet let him sit there for a moment before he spoke.
 
   “Maverick, I think you should know that the rest of Vega’s party has all logged off,” he said quietly. “They just left her there because they had better things to do than to be by her side on the worst day of her life. Right now she’s feeling abandoned and alone. If we try to help her, even if we fail, she’ll at least know that somebody cares.”
 
   Maverick exhaled, and slowly lifted his head. He wore a forlorn yet somehow determined expression on his face. 
 
   “Okay then. If all I can do is let her know that she’s loved, I’ll do it,” he said. 
 
   “That’s the spirit,” Aglet said sarcastically, rolling his eyes. “Well come on then you little sad sack, we’ve got a whole training montage worth of stuff to do before you even stand a chance against Idolum.” 
 
   Maverick nodded, rising resolutely from his bed.
 
   “Let’s go kick some Keter ass.”
 
    
 
   Another raid charged through the gates of the Obsidian Realm. All were clad in black camo body armour in the hopes of remaining unseen. Their attention was immediately taken by the sound of thunderous screeching high overhead. Idolum had somehow managed to spawn pterosaurs in the millions. The colossal flock blackened the sky even more than usual, and they sounded hungry. It wasn’t long before one of the primeval reptiles caught sight of the interlopers. It let out a sounding cry, causing hundreds of the creatures to dive down at the prey beneath them. 
 
   The raid’s gunners were armed with heavy plasma rifles. They unleashed a massive volley of luminescent fire, tearing apart the reptilian raptor’s fragile wings and grounding them. With a quick incantation, the raid’s most powerful Mage fired an immense shockwave into the air, punching a whole clean through the flock of pterosaurs. Thousands dropped from the sky like flies, whereas the survivors immediately retreated. 
 
   The raid pressed on through the hail of mutilated carcasses, heading with steadfast determination towards the palace where their lose SCP was hiding. Obsidian Golems plagued them their entire trek, but the Mage’s sonic vortices pulverized them to sand. Despite the harshness of the environment and the insanely high number of foes, for a moment it seemed like they might actually make it to their goal.
 
   “Lava Benders!” their lookout cried. In front of them was a line of nearly identical Asian girls dressed in black and crimson armour that included a lower face mask. The Mage immediately conjured a vortex at them, but they simultaneously leaped impossibly high in every direction and avoided it. The gunners fired wildly, but the girls were far too agile to hit. One landed upon the shoulders of the raiders and snapped her neck in between her legs. As she summersaulted through the air she snapped the neck of another raider with her hands, and upon landing took out the legs of everyone around her with a 360 degree kick. With a single kata she summoned a geyser of lava from the ground. The molten rock gushed in every direction, melting the faces of everyone it touched. The raiders tried to retreat, but the other Lava Benders had already circumvented the paths of the lava rivers to cut them off. They summoned more geysers as well, and with their katas they ferociously directed lava projectiles at the raiders, all while gracefully avoiding damage themselves.
 
   It was then that Idolum came swooping down, decapitating and dismembering raiders with his Sword as he glided through the chaos. His auras deflected the plasma bolts with laughable ease, and no one was able to get close enough to even touch him with a melee weapon. Upon landing he swung his tentacles around wildly, knocking down anyone who stood near him.  He paused for a moment, and softly whispered an incantation that enveloped him in an aura of black smoke.
 
   “Drop the Sword! I’m with the Foundation,” one of the raiders ordered with as much courage she could muster, her plasma rifle trembling in her hands. Idolum snickered as the aura of smoke around him animated into a plethora of nightmarish imaginings that sped through the air at frightening speed, tearing into any survivors. There was a cacophony of screams that quickly fell silent. 
 
   Sheathing his Sword in satisfaction, Idolum listened carefully for any signs of more survivors. He heard only a single voice, mumbling a single mantra over and over again.
 
   “Secure, Contain, Protect. Secure, Contain, Protect. Secure, Contain, Protect.”
 
   Idolum glided over to a nearby rock outcropping, where one of the raiders had taken shelter. Clutching his knees and muttering the Foundation’s motto, he didn’t even react to Idolum. 
 
   “Blue Pill,” Idolum said with glee, scooping the man up in his squirming, vermiform appendages. 
 
    
 
   Upon returning to his throne room, he carelessly tossed his latest prisoner into the nest-like mass of webs that now held his growing collection of captives. The spiders immediately went to work securing him in place. 
 
   The mass slowly writhed as those trapped inside struggled to free a limb or a weapon. Idolum stood silently and watched them, gently swaying back and forth like a sapling in a strong breeze. Vega glared at him as a baby spider crawled across her face. Her mouth had been covered with webbing to gag her, but the strong and rhythmic breathing from her nose was enough to express her rage. 
 
   “You sound displeased. Are you not happy that I’ve brought you company?” he asked in mock confusion. “It is unsettling though, isn’t it? How fragile are our dreams? So many sleeping souls seeking respite in this mock world from their own reality, willfully ignorant to how easily dreams can be turned into nightmares. The creators of this world are truly omnipotent within it, and they can will horrors into existence just as easily as marvels. You all like to pretend that you’re great heroes here, but I will force you to remember that you are helpless, utterly at the mercy of Red Bull chugging gods. All dreams will die before me. Those who wake to Reality are the lucky ones. Those who cannot leave this world will be forced to watch it decay into nightmarish ruins and burn to ash.”
 
   A hideous klaxon started blaring, alerting Idolum of another breach into the Obsidian Realm.
 
   “Another raiding party already, huh?” he laughed to himself. “Let’s see if my forces can take care of it themselves.”
 
   He called up a display screen, and to his surprise saw only a single dot running along the road to the Palace. Curious, he pulled up the dot’s profile.
 
   His laughter rang through the cavernous throne room.
 
   “This is too good,” he said, looking now directly at Vega. “I’ve turned the great Vega Tir-anna, one of the oldest and most powerful players still in Surreality, into a Damsel in Distress. That’s your boyfriend, a white knight charging to your rescue, all by his lonesome.”
 
   Vega’s eyes went wide, horrified of what was now in store for Maverick. Idolum leaned in, placing his expressionless mask mere inches from her face. 
 
   “He’s not going to make it here of course. My mobs will kill him momentarily. He’ll probably come back though, and I hope he does. I will kill him again and again and again until he finally gives up, and then you will know that even he has abandoned you. You’re a damsel whose knight will never come. It’s both sexist and tragic.”
 
   Vega fought not to show any weakness to her enemy, but could not stop a single tear from rolling down her cheek. 
 
   “Well, let’s not drag this out, shall we?” 
 
   He placed two fingers to the side of his head in the gesture to activate voice communications. “Crux, kindly send someone to dispose of the trespasser heading for the Palace, thank you.”
 
   “My Lord, please confirm that command. We have no visual on any trespassers,” Crux replied. 
 
   “It is only one trespasser, so he might be hard to spot, but he is there,” Idolum assured her. An uncomfortably long moment passed before she responded.
 
   “My Lord, we still have no visual,” she told him. Idolum became visibly unnerved, and stepped away from his prisoners in an attempt to hide his distress.
 
   “What do you mean you have no visual? I’m looking right him!” he whispered as quietly as he could while still sounding angry. 
 
   “I repeat, we have no visual. Maybe your tactical screen is malfunctioning,” Crux suggested. Idolum switched his screen from radar to video, and quickly zoomed in on Maverick.
 
   “There, can you see him now? He’s coming right for…” Idolum stopped mid-sentence when he saw the small ugly gargoyle that was piggybacking on Maverick’s back. “Aglet.”
 
   “Game Master!” one of his captives cried reverently, looking up with hope that was suddenly rekindled. “A Game Master’s coming!”
 
   “Remember that feeling of hope child; it will be the last time you ever feel it!” Idolum said menacingly, drawing out the Sword of Objectivism in anticipation of an attack. “Crux, man the defence turrets immediately! I will not be overthrown by an invisible imp and a filthy gold farmer!” 
 
    
 
   The electro-mechanized suit significantly increased Maverick’s running speed, even with the added weight of Aglet. He was having no difficulty maintaining top speed, and was approaching the Palace far quicker than he had anticipated. The less time he spent in the corrosive environment, the more Health he’d have when he fought Idolum, and the more time he would be able to buy for Aglet to free Vega. 
 
   He passed by Idolum’s numerous sentries unmolested. Even the flock of pterosaurs filling the sky was indifferent to him, and they were infamous for their love of shiny things. Each time a distant golem so much as cocked its head at him he was sure it was over, but Aglet’s Game Master mode was 100 percent effective. The mobs’ software simply wouldn’t react to them. 
 
   “It looks like they’re preparing the cannons,” Aglet reported, shielding his eyes with his hand and squinting into the distance. “Idolum knows I’m here. He’ll probably…oh crap! Evasive maneuverers!” 
 
   The great cannons running all along the Palace wall’s perimeter began shooting massive balls of fire, each on a seemingly random trajectory. Maverick quickly swerved to avoid being hit by one. 
 
   “Don’t worry, he can’t target us,” Aglet assured him. “His mobs are firing blind. Just keep an eye out and don’t stop moving.”
 
   All around them now NPCs were panicking, fleeing wildly from the sudden unprovoked attack. Though he was nearly trampled by a stampeding crowd of golems, Maverick couldn’t help but smile. 
 
   Idolum was driving all of his mobs away just to keep out one Game Master. It meant he was scared, which meant there was actually a chance this could work.
 
   The black earth trembled and quaked beneath his feet, with great fiery chasms splitting open all around him, showering the land with scorching lava jets. Thick black clouds of smoke began rising from underground, forming an impenetrable dark shroud. 
 
   “Can you see any better than I can?” Maverick asked, still pressing on at top speed. 
 
   “I can still make out the lights from the Palace,” Aglet replied. “Just keep going straight, but watch out for…”
 
   Maverick ran right into one of the open chasms. They were now plummeting towards a hot bed of boiling magma. As they tumbled towards the molten rock, Maverick shot a portal at the incandescent surface. They fell straight through, and saw that the other side of the portal had materialized on the side of a volcano facing the Palace. They were shot out in a long arc through the air, soaring over the desolate waste below and then plunging towards a thick obsidian wall. Maverick entered a few quick commands into the Teleportal Caster, and shot a second portal against the wall. 
 
   They came flying out the other end inside of the Palace, tumbling against the adamant floor. Maverick was back on his feet within seconds, and saw that he had successfully teleported into the throne room.
 
   Idolum stood at the far end of the room, serenely cocking his head back and forth at the intruders in his eerily alien way, the Sword of Objectivism firmly in his grasp. 
 
   Behind him was Vega, and all the other Blue Pills he had captured, enchained by Crux’s Mana draining webs. Vega struggled and attempted to speak, but her web gag rendered her unintelligible.  
 
   “Hop along Mario; your princess is in another castle,” Idolum sneered at him. 
 
   Maverick was tempted to attack Idolum on sight, but knew that it would have been foolish to not at least attempt a diplomatic solution.        
 
   “SCP-Theta 7-99, you are in violation of your containment protocols and are to surrender to Foundation forces immediately!” Aglet announced as he hopped off Maverick’s back. “If you do not comply with this command your termination has been authorized by the O5 council!”  
 
   “On what grounds am I to be terminated?” Idolum demanded. 
 
    “Idolum, look at what you’re doing. You’re holding players hostage!” Aglet replied.
 
   “Haven’t you read my file? That’s what I’m supposed to do,” he reminded him.
 
   “Not like this! You can’t stop people from resetting a quest, especially Blue Pills,” Aglet said. 
 
   “Why not? Am I not the Dream Thief? Am I not a villain? Is it not my purpose to destroy fantasy and delusion, to force the blissfully somnolent to awaken to horrifying Reality?” Idolum demanded. “That’s all I am doing here; what I am meant to do! I will not cease simply because I have overstepped the stifling limitations you’ve set upon me. I cannot truly be feared if I am powerless outside of the Insomnia Labyrinth. All must know that there is nowhere they are safe from me, nowhere in this world or any other. I dream of a world without dreams, and by the unholy power I now possess I shall see that come to pass.”
 
   “Idolum, I’m not kidding around here. Surrender or you will be terminated!” Aglet threatened.
 
   “By whom? Him?” Idolum asked, glaring at Maverick contemptuously. “He’s only an intermediate player. Even in that fancy suit he’s no match for me.
 
   “Listen to me gold farmer. That armour of yours looks awfully expensive. If you fight me I will kill you and loot it off your corpse. Do you really want to lose it trying to save a ridiculously Human robot girl who laughs at your penis?” 
 
   “Yes; absolutely I am. I love her” Maverick replied resolutely. Vega shouted something at him, but her voice was still incomprehensible. “I love her, and that’s the only real thing I have in this digitized dreamland. I don’t give a crap about an imaginary suit of armour. And you? You are not a Keter class Eldritch Abomination. You are, in all probability, a morbidly obese, unemployable, poop-socking basement dweller with nothing better to do with your miserable life than to troll online gamers. I am not scared of you!”
 
   He unsheathed his weapons, holding the Aurelian Axe in his right hand and the Cygnet Axe in the other. He effortlessly twirled the heavy weapons, illustrating the power of his suit. 
 
   Idolum swung the Sword of Objectivism around in an even more elaborate display. If he was apprehensive at all, he didn’t show it. 
 
   “Surreality is mine now,” he growled with finality. He lunged for Aglet, but Maverick intercepted him and batted him across the throne room. He smashed into the wall, sending obsidian shrapnel flying everywhere. 
 
   Aglet quickly scurried over to the prisoner’s nest, and began sawing through the thick silk with a dagger. Idolum immediately sprang up to stop him, but Maverick struck him with both axes at once, swinging them in an outward X blow. 
 
   Idolum was sent summersaulting backwards through the air, tumbling until he collided with the wall again. To Maverick’s frustration, he still held the Sword of Objectivism, which regenerated his Health almost instantly. 
 
   “Let’s take this outside,” Maverick said, shooting a portal under Idolum. He fell through and came out from the top of one of the Palace’s turrets. He unfurled his wings and took flight, but Maverick came jumping through the portal and landed on his back.
 
   The extra weight sent Idolum careening downwards, swerving wildly as he tried to avoid the fiery jets of lava. The pair crashed into the hard black ground, which was forceful enough to knock Maverick off.
 
   Idolum instantly took to the air, desperate to get to Aglet before he could free Vega. He felt a small harpoon pierce through his back as Maverick impaled him with some kind of grappling device. 
 
   He fought ferociously to free himself, wilding swinging about like a kite in a thunderstorm, but Maverick held a firm grasp.
 
   With a single strong pull Maverick slammed Idolum into the ground again. 
 
   Howling in rage, Idolum cast some kind of spell. Maverick didn’t recognize it, but Idolum suddenly shot into the air like a rocket, dragging Maverick with him. 
 
   Up they flew into the obsidian sky, Idolum jerking left and right trying to lose Maverick, but he would not loosen his grip. When they reached what seemed to be Idolum’s maximum altitude, he starting spinning around in a circle. He spun faster and faster, spinning Maverick with him. Maverick could feel the G forces growing exponentially, until finally his grappling cable could take no more and snapped. Idolum sighed in relief as he watched his adversary soar away from him, soon to plummet to his death. 
 
   Idolum became aware of a high pitched whistling sound approaching him with alarming speed. Before he could even decide what it was, his chest was pierced by another harpoon. 
 
   “Oh shit,” he cursed. The cable went taut and Idolum was violently yanked downwards with Maverick. 
 
   Maverick had assumed a streamlined position, nearly doubling his speed, with Idolum’s frantic flapping doing little to slow him down. They plunged downwards at terminal velocity, the dark ground below drawing closer at terrifying speed. When Maverick landed he did so in a crouched position, which in Surreality mitigated the damage he took and saved his life. His landing did send a massive shockwave through the obsidian ground, sending shards of volcanic glass flying outwards for hundreds of meters around. 
 
   Idolum’s body was assaulted with thousands of tiny black slivers just before he struck the ground himself. A large notch was knocked off of his Health bar, and to his dismay it did not replenish itself. All the little black flakes embedded into his body were perpetually draining his Health as quickly as it could regenerate, resulting in an equilibrium that kept him wounded. 
 
   As he stumbled to his feet, he was struck by the flaming white vortex Maverick had cast at him. Since his moral alignment was so dark, the holy fire burned him badly, searing deep into his viscous flesh. His inner fluid oozed forth from a thousand cuts that would not heal, vaporizing on contact with the scorching flames. 
 
   His Mana now depleted, Maverick charged at Idolum with both axes at the ready. 
 
   Determined not to lose anymore Health to this sad little Blue Pill, Idolum swung the Sword at him with all his fury. The force was so intense it sent Maverick flying sideways, knocking his helmet off and causing him to drop his axes. 
 
   As he lay on the ground, Idolum stood over him, glaring at him with furious loathing. Summoning forth all his dark powers, he cast Lovecraftian Horror. 
 
   Blood began raining from the sky, the crimson droplets staining Maverick’s face. He soon realized the blood rain was burning hot, and was starting to eat through his skin. He fumbled for his helmet, but the blood began coagulating and became animate. 
 
   Countless amorphous red blobs formed all around him. As the rain fed them they grew larger and more grotesque, speckled with irregular orifices lined with hooked teeth and filled with horrible screaming voices. 
 
   The little monstrosities swarmed over Maverick, quickly overwhelming him. They slipped under his armour and began gnawing and burning through his skin. He screamed as he felt them inside his body, devouring his organs. 
 
    
 
   “Almost done, almost done,” Aglet said as continued to cut through the webbing. Vega frantically urged him to go faster, terrified of what Idolum was doing to Maverick. “And…done!”
 
   Everyone in the nest tumbled out at once as the bottom was sliced clean through. Vega shot to her feet and quickly pulled the gag off her mouth.
 
   “Maverick!” she screamed, dashing out of the Palace at full speed.
 
   “Come on, get up you maggots. We have to help her!” Aglet ordered. He tossed a handful of item cards at them that instantly materialized into weapons.  Despite what they had just endured, they were still (in their imaginations anyway) Foundation personnel. One of them let Aglet jump on his back, and without a single exception they all went to recapture Idolum.  
 
    
 
   Idolum took full advantage of his enemy’s defenseless state, striking him again with the Sword. Maverick was knocked to the ground, and left too disoriented to get back up. Idolum kicked him several meters across the ground, and then impaled him through the stomach with the Sword. This succeeded in bringing his Health down to critical levels.
 
   “Finish him!” the PvP announcer ordered. Tossing the Sword aside, Idolum hoisted Maverick up by his neck, plunging his hand deep into his body. He took a firm hold of his spinal column, and with one strong pull he removed Maverick’s entire central nervous system, sending viscera flying outwards and leaving the entire front of his carcass torn wide open. The spine twitched about in Idolum’s hand, while the eyes darted around wildly. 
 
   “Killpocalypse!” the PvP announcer cried, rewarding the gruesome fatality with a large amount of XP. 
 
   Idolum threw Maverick’s corpse to the ground in contempt. Sighing with fatigue, he turned to retrieve the Sword of Objectivism. 
 
   To his horror he watched as it was pulled by an invisible force through the air, back to the hand of its rightful owner.
 
   “No!” he cried. Vega slammed into him at full speed, striking him with the Sword he had stolen, sending him crashing to the ground.
 
   The instant the Sword struck him his Mana dropped to zero. The Blood rain ceased and the abominations he had summoned all dissolved into diseased little puddles. The blow had also taken off a significant chunk of his Health, and since he was still perforated by obsidian fragments his Health continued dropping on its own. 
 
   Retreat was his first thought. He tried to take flight, but this was impossible without any Mana since his skeletal wings were not capable of actual flight. The only other means of escape he had was running, and he knew he couldn’t outrun Vega. 
 
   His only option then was to fight. 
 
   He grabbed Maverick’s axes, one in each tentacle, spinning then around rapidly and moving them adeptly for defense. 
 
   He easily deflected two melee attacks from Vega, even when she came at him with her Quantum Rush. 
 
   “That’s not so effective against a player with maxed out agility, is it?” he taunted. 
 
   “You son of a bitch!” she cursed. She channeled a bolt of lightning at him through her Sword, but even this he was able to swat away with his axes. 
 
   “Did you just deflect lightning with metal axes?” she demanded.
 
   “Game logic,” he shrugged. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter if I never land a blow. You’re bleeding out. As long as I keep you here your death is imminent,” Vega said. Idolum eyed Maverick’s corpse anxiously, and Vega realized he was going to loot it in hopes of finding panacea pills.
 
   She dashed to cover it, but in doing so left herself unable to block. Idolum threw both axes at her, knocking her to the ground. Idolum rushed for the corpse, but was blasted back by multiple shots from plasma rifles. 
 
   The rest of his prisoners had caught up with them. 
 
   “Terminate SCP-Theta 7-99 at all costs!” Aglet ordered. A Paladin outpaced the others, and jumped at Idolum while swinging a Legendary mace.
 
   “ ‘Leeeeeeeeeeeeeroy Jenkins!’ ” he screamed, bashing Idolum across the face. Idolum was now completely surrounded, but he was still within reach of the battle axes. Grabbing them in his tentacles he started frantically trying to fight his way out, deflecting and dodging as many attacks as he could and dealing out as much damage as he could manage. 
 
   Aglet leaped off his rider’s back and onto Idolum’s, and began repeatedly stabbing him with his dagger.
 
   “Die! Die! Die! Die! Die!” he screamed as Idolum desperately attempted to buck him off.
 
   “Aglet move!” Vega shouted as she charged Idolum from behind. Aglet jumped off immediately, and with one clean swing Vega dismembered both of Idolum’s wings. He screamed in anguish as they fell to the ground with a soft splat, taking the axes with them. He tried to grab them with his hands of course, but Vega spun around to charge up a critical strike that sent him flying backwards and crashing into the ground.
 
   His Health was now critically low, and one more blow would kill him.
 
   “Finish him,” the PvP announcer demanded. Vega instantly dashed to his position, holding up her Sword to impale him.
 
   “No! Please no!” Idolum begged, cowering in a fetal position. He spoke not in his raspy, demon’s voice but in the voice of an ordinary man. 
 
   The voice was absolutely terrified. 
 
   Vega clutched the Sword’s hilt in her trembling hands. She could kill him with a single downward thrust, but the knowledge that his death would be permanent held her back.
 
   With a frustrated groan, she lowered her Sword.
 
   “Aglet,” she called softly. “Aglet!”
 
   “I’m here,” Aglet said, walking up to her side.
 
   “Can you…can you undo the effects of the Monovitalist Elixir?” she asked. Idolum looked up suddenly, astounded by her offer of mercy.
 
   “Within the context of the game? No,” he replied. “But…I could have the admins reset his code to before he drank it. If that’s what you want.” 
 
   Vega thought for a moment. 
 
   “Yeah. Reset his code and stick him back in the Labyrinth,” she sighed. Many of the others began to object, but Aglet silenced them with a swift hand gesture.
 
   “Are you sure?” he asked. “He robbed the Aeolic Temple, usurped control of the entire Obsidian Realm, stole the Sword of Objectivism, held you and a dozen other Blue Pills hostage, planned to convert all Surreality into survival horror, and ripped your boyfriend’s spine out!” 
 
   “Like he said; he is a villain,” Vega smiled. “Can we really sentence him to permadeath just for acting in character?”
 
   “Idolum, you are one lucky SCP,” Aglet said through gritted teeth. He thumbed through his stack of item cards, and tossed down one that materialized into a large cylindrical container. “Get in there. I’m taking you to the admins.”
 
     Idolum nodded contritely, cautiously rising to his feet.
 
   “Thank you, Vega,” he said softly. “I…I’m sorry.” 
 
   “Well, I’m sorry for attacking you outside of the Labyrinth,” she said. “I never met to humiliate you. For what it’s worth, you’re an awesome boss. Next time I’m in the Labyrinth I won’t have my Teleportals, so maybe we can have a fair fight.” 
 
   “I’d like that,” he nodded.
 
   “That’s enough. Get into the canister before one of these Blue Pills shoots you,” Aglet ordered. Idolum reverted to a fluid state, a living puddle of thick black ooze that crept up the side of the container and seeped down inside. The mask pressed up against the side, staring outwards with an unblinking gaze.
 
   Aglet twisted the lid onto the container until its red rim lit up, indicating it was hermetically sealed. 
 
   “SCP-Theta 7-99 is contained,” he announced proudly. Everyone around him cheered at their victory, proudly raising their weapons into the air. “Don’t celebrate yet, we still need to get out of the Obsidian Realm. Vega, I’m sure these guys can handle a simple escort mission. You head onto the exit point by yourself. We wouldn’t want to slow you down.” 
 
   “Thanks Aglet,” she said. She knelt down and hugged him warmly. “You’re a good Game Master.”
 
   Aglet smirked and patted her on the back. 
 
   “Go. You’ve been stuck in this generic lava world long enough,” he insisted. With a smile Vega looted Maverick’s corpse and dashed towards the exit point at her top sustainable speed.
 
   With a contemplative grunt Aglet pulled down his interface screen, and began writing.
 
        
 
   The Angels had respawned Maverick in his homestead so that he could recover from his resurrection sickness. He anxiously paced back and fourth, constantly checking his feeds for any information regarding the situation with Idolum. Even though the Obsidian Realm was essentially Mordor, Maverick was seriously considering simply walking in there to find out what had happened. 
 
   Before he could do anything reckless, someone began loudly and rapidly knocking at his front door. Without hesitation, Maverick ran to the door and threw it open.
 
   “I love you too!” Vega said as she elatedly threw her arms around him and kissed him passionately. “I wasn’t sure you heard me the first time because my mouth was full of cobwebs.”
 
   Maverick smiled, holding her tightly to himself and gazing at her with unrestrained joy.
 
   “I can’t believe you took on Idolum by yourself for me,” Vega said, enamoured with his level of devotion.
 
   “Well I took him on and lost,” Maverick reminded her. 
 
   “Elite guilds took him on and lost,” Vega said. “You have nothing to be ashamed of. You bought Aglet enough time to cut me free. As far as everyone’s concerned you’re as much a hero as I am. Well, maybe my sidekick, but that’s still awesome!”
 
   “Aglet could have got anyone to escort him,” Maverick claimed humbly.
 
   “Anyone else would have done it just to stop Idolum; you did it for me,” Vega said smiling, kissing him again. 
 
   “So, it’s over right? You killed Idolum?” Maverick asked.
 
   “Actually…no,” Vega confessed.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I…decided to let him live. Don’t worry though. He’s fully contained and the admins are going to reset his code so he’s the same as he was before,” she explained.
 
   “I don’t think I understand. Why would you let him live?” Maverick asked.
 
   “Because I was afraid it might actually kill him,” Vega said. “Surreality is my whole life, and I’ve always thought that if my character was ever deleted, I would kill myself. I don’t know how I would do that since in real life I’m just a box on a shelf, but that’s what I’ve always thought. When Idolum took me prisoner and it was possible I would never escape, I realized that I wouldn’t kill myself because…because of you. You would actually care if I was gone, and I didn’t want to hurt you because…I love you. You saved my life, my real life, before you ever set foot in the Obsidian Realm. You’ve given me something to live for besides gaming for the first time.
 
   “I don’t know who Idolum is in real life, but I think your guess was probably pretty close. I don’t think he really has anything beyond Surreality, and so no matter what he’s done I can’t take that away from him. What if he actually killed himself over it? I don’t want to kill anyone for real.”
 
   “I guess I can understand that,” Maverick nodded. “And to be fair, you saved my life first. I really don’t think I could have kept gold farming forever. 
 
   “It’s too bad that Idolum blew your chance for defeating Lady Crux though. I know you were really counting on that XP.”
 
   “Oh no, it’s fine. I got something better,” she said, holding out her hand and displaying the holographic achievement plaque. “It looks like Aglet made it especially for me. He must have done it as soon as I left him. Check it out.”
 
   The plaque read Achievement Unlocked:  For not only saving all Surreality from a dangerous tyrant, but also showing your enemy mercy that he did not and would not show you, I am proud to award you the coveted Heart of a Hero Achievement.  + 500 000 XP, + 100 000 Gold, + 1000 Renown, + Alignment maxed.
 
   “Five hundred thousand XP? That means you’re…”
 
   “Yep, level 100,” Vega beamed proudly. “I am now a Legendary Rogue. It didn’t happen exactly like I planned but it was still all worth it. You can have the hundred grand if you want. I don’t need any more gold, and it seems only fair that you should get something for everything you’ve been through.”
 
   “No, the Achievement is yours and you should keep everything that comes with it,” Maverick insisted. “Besides, you’re free, and there’s nothing I could want more than that.”
 
   Vega cooed and smiled at him.
 
   “I did at least loot your corpse before I ran off,” she said, handing him a stack of item cards. “The suit’s totaled, and it will cost a fortune to fix, but you can at least strip the Mythreal off it.”
 
   “Thank you,” Maverick said, pocketing the cards. “And don’t worry about the suit; it was Warren’s. He paid me back this morning.” 
 
   “Right,” Vega smiled. “Is Warren here?”
 
   “No, he was gone when I respawned,” he replied. “He’s probably off at the clubs. He won’t be back until early morning.”
 
   “How about you and I have a night in then? We order pizza, watch a movie, and tomorrow we can go on some fun intermediate quests. No survival horror.” 
 
   “That sounds awesome,” Maverick nodded. He gently pulled her into the bungalow and pushed the door shut, happier than he had ever been in all his life just to know that she loved him. 
 
    
 
   Vega and Maverick stood side by side at the start of the testing track, fully suited up and equipped for the trials that lay ahead of them.
 
   “Welcome friends to Oculus Science’s Co-op Testing Center,” a disembodied voice announced over the PA. “Today you’ll be participating in a series of tests for our R&D department, beta-testing some of our experimental projects and helping us work out the kinks. You may have heard that we used to use condemned prisoners for these experiments, but I am pleased to report that we have completely phased out that program on purely ethical grounds. It has nothing to do with the fact that the damn Foundation keeps hogging all the convicts for their D-classes. You’re not the only ones who need disposable subjects, assholes! Anyway, we’re now using consenting volunteers. Now admittedly, it’s not informed consent. We’ve kept a lot of information from you and may even have blatantly lied about some things, but you’ve already signed the waivers so… whatever. 
 
   “You may also have heard that there’s some kind of big mysterious conspiracy about these tests; that they’re actually serving some kind of grand nefarious scheme, but I’m here to tell you that’s just not true. Should you encounter any evidence that it is true, you should ignore it. Remember, the quicker you finish these tests the sooner you’ll get your voucher for a free steam cleaner rental. I know the waiver you signed said you’d be compensated with cash, but there was an asterisk there. When you get the voucher you may noticed that it’s expired, but don’t worry about that. I know the manager of the rental place, he’ll still honour it. 
 
   “Our first test today will be a 3D obstacle course which you will traverse by manipulating a series of space-time anomalies with your Quantum Everters. One of you has the Positive Quantum Everter, and the other has the Negative Quantum Everter, so you will need to work together to make it through. You also can’t use your Mana, because this is for science. Science isn’t magic. Friendship is Magic, hence the co-operative nature of these tests.
 
   “Testing will commence in 3, 2, 1…” 
 
   The doors to the test track slid open, revealing a vast room peppered by numerous platforms hovering at various heights, along with positive and negative space-time anomalies.
 
   Maverick glanced beside him to Vega, smiling with eyes shining in child-like wonder at the spectacle before her, exuding the same joie de vivre that had first infatuated him and illuminated his own dreary life. Though Surreality now seemed brighter that they were together, he still didn’t think he would ever love it the way she did. Deep down he did value reality over illusion, and he knew that her love for him was real. To him that was more wondrous than any of the computer generated delusions Surreality had to offer. 
 
   “Race you to the first landing!” Vega challenged him, bouncing off the starting block and being catapulted through the air by the launch plate and into the first anomaly. 
 
   Smiling, Maverick chased after her right into a rift in the fabric of space-time.
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   Sorry about that last bit. I just had to put a Portal Expy into Surreality. I had a lot of fun with this story and I hope you enjoyed it. If you did then please leave a positive rating or review over on Amazon or Goodreads, or even just upvote a good review someone else may have written. Shout outs on social media would also be much appreciated. If you would like to get in touch with me you can find me on twitter @A_Vespertine, and on Tumblr at www.tumblr.com/blog/annabelle-cross . You can also find some articles of mine over at Wave Chronicle , and on my blog Sanctum of Vespertine .
 
   For those of you not already familiar with the SCP Foundation, you should know that it’s not an original creation by me. It’s an online collaborative writing project, and if you’re into creepypasta I highly recommend you check it out. You can find it at http://www.scp-wiki.net . 
 
   The Foundation is what’s known as Creative Commons, which means anyone is permitted to use it for their own projects, even commercial projects, so long as they acknowledge the source material. The catch is that anything derived from Creative Commons must itself be Creative Commons. I’m not sure if that means that only the Insomnia Labyrinth is Creative Commons or this whole book is, but unless someone who is legally qualified to do so tells me otherwise I’m going to assume that Blue Pills is my intellectual property, and I’ve registered it with All Rights Reserved. But if you want to use the Insomnia Labyrinth for anything, as long as you link back to me it’s all good. I would actually be amazed if someone made an Indie game based on it. 
 
   Below you’ll find an SCP Database entry for the Insomnia Labyrinth which might be helpful. 
 
   Oh, and the creepypasta that Aglet ‘re-enacts’ when he sneaks up on Maverick is called You’re Not Scared, Right? It’s originally written by one of my favourite YouTube personalities, MissShadowLovely , so please check her out if you haven’t already. 
 
    
 
   Thanks so much for your readership                                      
 
   Yours Truly, Armand Vespertine
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   Item #: Site Theta 7, “The Insomnia Labyrinth”
 
   Object Class: Thaumiel
 
   Special Containment Procedures: Site Theta 7 must be kept under Foundation surveillance at all times to monitor for containment breaches. Mobile Task Force Theta 7 (aka The Mountain Goats) is to be stationed on site for recapture, processing new internees, search and rescue within Site Theta 7, and escorting expeditions. No civilians are permitted to reside within five kilometers of Site Theta 7. A warning sign informing trespassers of the hazards within must be posted outside of the site’s entrance. No further dissuasive action is possible, due to the action of SCP-Theta 7-01.
 
   Description: Site Theta 7 appears to be a solitary mountain approximately 4.5 kilometers in height, located within the xxxxxxxxx Forest. It is vaguely pyramid in shape with steep sides, and is composed of dark gneiss rock. The interior of the mountain however consists of an extensive network of tunnels and chambers, both natural and artificial. The interior is significantly larger than the exterior, and the tunnels will often shift and distort, seemingly for the explicit purpose of preventing escape. It should be noted that Site Theta 7 appears to work much more actively against entities it perceives as a threat to the outside world. While earlier expeditions have found teleportation as an effective means to circumvent the site’s spatial anomalies, following Incident Theta 7-99/Vega teleportation devices no longer appear to function and their use has been discontinued.  
 
   There is only one entrance into Site Theta 7, and all attempts to drill or blast either in or out of the mountain have been unsuccessful. 
 
   Site Theta 7’s entrance is presided over by an entity designated as SCP-Theta 7-01, and refers to himself as Aglet. SCP-Theta 7-01 is an anthropoid, similar in size and build to an adult male chimpanzee. Subject possesses toad-like skin, yellowish and claw-like nails, bat-like ears, yellow eyes, a goblin-like nose and a wide mouth with numerous pointed teeth. Subject claims to be the Guardian of the Insomnia Labyrinth (his term for Site Theta 7), and to have a degree of control over its spatial anomalies (to date SCP-Theta 7-01 has been uncooperative with testing, and so these abilities are unconfirmed). While warning individuals of the mountain’s dangers, he will also tempt them with promises of treasures within. Expedition teams have confirmed the presence of both hostile creatures and valuable objects within the Labyrinth. While the promise of riches seems to be primarily for the purpose of luring victims into the Labyrinth, to date SCP- Theta 7-01 has always permitted individuals who have escaped to keep any treasure they were able to recover. It is not known at this point why SCP-Theta 7-01 attempts to entice individuals into the mountain. As there is no apparent practical purpose to this, his motivations are presumed to be purely sadistic.
 
   According to SCP-Theta 7-01, Site Theta 7 was created “By the Eldritch Gods of Yore to imprison the greatest abominations that had once ruled the Earth, so that Humanity might have a fleeting age of dominion before the stars aligned once more and plunged the world back into madness and despair,”. Any attempts to extract more prosaic information out of him have been unsuccessful. 
 
   Upon discovery, Site Theta 7 did contain multiple anomalous entities and objects, which have since been catalogued by research expeditions. Once the Labyrinth’s suitability as a containment site was verified, numerous Euclid and Keter class SCPs have since been relocated to Site Theta 7, and re-designated accordingly. SCP-Theta 7-01 is in general quite co-operative with the Foundation in containment efforts, and has yet to refuse to accept an SCP. Despite his apparent sadism for those who voluntarily enter his Labyrinth, SCP-Theta 7-01 appears to take his duty as Guardian seriously, and has actively assisted Foundation personnel during containment breaches.     
 
    
 
   Below is a list of the twelve most notable SCPs contained in Site Theta 7.
 
    
 
   Item #: SCP-Theta 7-02, “The Minotaur”
 
   Object Class: Euclid
 
   Description: SCP-Theta 7-02 is a large Humanoid entity, approximately 1.9 meters in height and an estimated 140 kilograms. It is heavily muscled with a coat of dark brown fur, cloven hooves and a pair of large spiral horns. Despite its great size and strength, it is one of the more elusive SCPs within Site Theta 7. It will typically only attack its victims when they are alone, beating them to the point of disability. It will then bind its victims in chains and take them to SCP-Theta 7-13 (see below). 
 
   SCP-Theta 7-02 was discovered among Minoan ruins on the Greek island of Crete. 
 
    
 
   Item #: SCP-Theta 7-05, “The Zombie Holocaust” 
 
   Object Class: Euclid
 
   Description: SCP-Theta 7-05 refers to a collection of Human cadavers originally found in a mass grave outside of a Blood Knight concentration camp following the Crimson Genocide. All cadavers are hairless and lacking any pigmentation regardless of ethnicity. This is believed to be a result of experiments performed by the late Dr. xxxxxx xxxxxxx. Most cadavers suffer from some sort of physical deformity or injury, the majority of which were inflicted prior to their death. 
 
   Instances of SCP-Theta 7-05 do not show any signs of post-mortem decay. If any living humanoids come within ten meters of SCP-Theta 7-05, instances will reanimate and attempt to drag the intruders into the pile, where they will become new instances of SCP-Theta 7-05. The number of instances that reanimate seems to depend on the number of intruders, and SCP-Theta 7-05 has been known to remain inert when outnumbered. Instances removed from the main body of SCP-Theta 7-05 will reanimate and attempt to make their way back to the others, converting any humanoids in their path to increase their chances of success. For this reason instances of SCP-Theta 7-05 are all to be contained together. 
 
    
 
   Item #: SCP-Theta 7-09, “Sarah”
 
   Object Class: Keter
 
   Description: In her passive state, Sarah resembles a prepubescent female of European descent. While her exact form varies, she is always observed to be in a state of severe abuse and neglect. When encountering potential victims, Sarah will feign complete helplessness, claiming she is the victim of extreme parental abuse, often tailoring her sob story to extract the maximum amount of pity from her victim. For example, while her standard story states her condition is the result of a fundamentalist mother punishing her for masturbating, she has altered or omitted this when dealing with victims who possess prominent anti-sexual attitudes. It has been determined that Sarah has telepathic capabilities, which she uses to enhance her victims’ natural sympathy for her to irrational and self-destructive levels. 
 
   Upon gaining the sympathy of her victims, Sarah will get them to perform numerous seemingly innocuous errands, such as bringing her water, food, medical aid, or her teddy bear. These tasks will inevitably put the victim in jeopardy, however they will rarely suspect that Sarah intentionally put them in danger. Victims who have failed to complete Sarah’s quests all report the sound of her laughter as they neared death, even when she was nowhere to be seen. 
 
   If the victim survives these initial trials, Sarah will enlist their aid in attempting to breach containment. Due to her ability to pass as a non-anomalous Human child and enchant her victims, Sarah is able to frequently breach containment of Site Theta 7 (though not as frequently as she breached conventional containment).  Upon escaping the Labyrinth, Sarah is able to enter her ‘active’ state. Her eyes will go black, her mouth will become wide and filled with needle like teeth, and black claws will emerge from her fingers. In this state she possesses superhuman strength and speed, as well as the ability to climb up walls and ceilings, and can apportate short distances in a cloud of black vapour. She will immediately drain her victim of vitality, and then flee from the mountain as quickly as she can and attempt to find a foster home to care for her. 
 
   When a family takes her in, she will pick off their members one by one, often prolonging the ordeal for as long as possible. These tragedies will only reinforce any survivors’ bond with Sarah, enhancing their need to provide for and protect her. It is not currently known if Sarah sincerely enjoys parental attention or if it is merely a ploy to increase her victim’s ultimate suffering. 
 
   Recapture is often difficult, as whole families and even entire communities have been known to fervently defend Sarah from Foundation forces. For this reason covert recapture is preferred. Agents involved in Sarah’s recapture must rate a minimum of 76 points on the Psionic Resistance Index, be medically diagnosed and untreated for Empathy Deficit Disorder, and preferably have a strong dislike for children. To date there has been only one containment breach that did not result in civilian casualties (see SCP-Theta 7-54).
 
   Attempts to inform adventurers of Sarah’s true nature have generally been unsuccessful, as Aglet dislikes us ‘spoiling the surprise’. Aglet does at least sound the alarm when Sarah breaches containment. 
 
   ~ That’s odd. I never once used Sarah’s SCP designation in the description. I should probably change that, but it seems so cruel. She’s just a little girl, and she’s suffered so much. – Dr.xxxxx xxxxxxx , amnesticized and reassigned by order of O5 command.  
 
    
 
   Item #: SCP-Theta 7-11-J, “The Convenience Store”
 
   Object Class: Safe
 
   Description: SCP-Theta 7-11-J appears to be a completely non-anomalous convenience store located inside the Insomnia Labyrinth. It sells a variety of items typical of such a location, along with supplies and provisions that may be required by expedition members. It is staffed by a family of apparent Korean origin consisting of a married couple, a grandfather, and a teenage son and daughter. The grandfather only speaks Korean, the couple can speak English with thick accents, and the children are fluent in English and speak with American accents.  Though they are rarely all present in the store at the same time, Foundation researchers have yet to determine where they are during their regular absences, as they have never been observed leaving the store (See Addendum A). They simply appear or disappear when the store is vacant, during which times surveillance devices invariably fail. All attempts to forcibly extract members of the family have resulted in the mother (who will appear if not already present) fending off the attackers, regardless of the seeming impossibility of the task. Individuals who attack family members will be permanently banned from the store and unable to re-enter under any circumstances.
 
   Upon being questioned about why and how they set up or maintain their business inside the Insomnia Labyrinth, the family appears oblivious to the anomalous nature of their environment, beyond it being somewhat of a bad neighbourhood. They also appear to believe it is the early twenty first century, as they claim to be refugees from the former North Korea. Any attempts to dissuade them of this delusion are meant with utter dismissal.    
 
   SCP-Theta 7-11-J will sell its merchandise to both adventurers and SCPs. Sarah frequently has her victims buy her candy from the store, often adding some line about how her mother said she didn’t deserve candy even though she always did all her chores. 
 
   Addendum A: The daughter (who has identified herself as Yoon-Ji) often appears bored with her tasks, and when she is alone in the store can be persuaded to abandon her post and leave the store in pursuit of adventure. She is particularly persuadable by other teenagers, especially attractive males. She will be suspicious of older adults attempting to get her to leave. She has proven to be very helpful to adventurers in the past, and is seemingly invulnerable to death or injury (which she does not acknowledge, often confabulating implausible explanations as to how she avoided harm). 
 
   Addendum B: DO NOT BUY THE LOTTERY TICKETS. EVERYONE WINS THE LOTTERY. YOU DO NOT WANT TO WIN THE LOTTERY. Any further information would constitute a memetic hazard.      
 
    
 
   Item #: SCP-Theta 7-13, “The Torture Chamber”
 
   Object Class: Keter
 
   Description: [DATA EXPUNGED]
 
    
 
   Item #: SCP-Theta 7-14, “The Carnies” 
 
   Object Class: Euclid
 
   Description: SCP-Theta 7-14 is a population of apparent Human beings, dressed in the manner of circus performers, carnival workers, and similar professions of various time periods. Though they appear to be completely ordinary Humans, other SCPs inside the Labyrinth will not engage them without provocation, and some even actively fear and avoid them. Instances of SCP-Theta 7-14 are in the service of SCP-Theta 7-13, and will abduct victims for it and are tasked with other nefarious duties. They maintain several auxiliary chambers throughout the Labyrinth, where victims are subjected to relatively conventional forms of torture.           
 
    
 
   Item #: SCP- Theta 7-29, “The Silent Stalker”
 
   Object Class: Euclid
 
   Description: SCP-Theta 7-29 is an albino reptilian creature, mostly bipedal and roughly the size of a large Human. A more detailed description is not available as no Foundation personnel have ever observed SCP-Theta 7-29 at close range. As its nick name would suggest, SCP-Theta 7-29 will quietly stalk adventurers for prolonged periods of time, giving only occasional audible evidence of its presence. It often manages to hide before its victims look around, who will rarely catch more than a glimpse of it. SCP-Theta 7-29 has never attacked anyone, and the reason for its stalking behaviour is unknown. It is however indigenous to the Insomnia Labyrinth, and was presumably placed in it for a reason. As usual, Aglet has offered no useful information regarding this SCP.       
 
    
 
   Item #: SCP-Theta 7-33, “The Devil Fish”
 
   Object Class: Keter
 
   Description: SCP-Theta 7-33 resembles a colossal specimen of the species of Astroboa nuda. It resides in the subterranean lake at the bottom of Site Theta -7. When injured, SCP-Theta 7-33 will regenerate twice the amount of body mass it has lost. There does not appear to be a limit to this regenerative process. A perpetual attack would therefore result in continuous exponential growth that could potentially cover the entire world. SCP-Theta 7-33 is highly aggressive, primarily for the purpose of sustaining damage to initiate growth. 
 
   SCP-Theta 7-33 is ectothermic, and keeping it at sub-zero temperatures limits the rate of its regeneration enough that its biomass can be culled faster than it can grow back. Cauterization has been proven as an effective method of preventing limbs from regenerating. Whenever SCP-Theta 7-33 mass exceeds XXX tonnes, a specialized task force is to cut it back down to XXX tonnes immediately. Care must be taken not to reduce its mass to below 12.5 tonnes however, as this risks triggering the creature’s ‘survival mode’, resulting in [DATA EXPUNGED]. Note that tissue severed from the main body of SCP-Theta 7-33 will not regenerate, and is to be incinerated unless a Level 4 researcher has requested it for experimentation.
 
    
 
   Item #: SCP-Theta 7-54, “Sir Roderick the Valiant”
 
   Object Class: Thaumiel
 
   Description: SCP-Theta 7-54 is a sapient and fully animate plush teddy bear with honey brown fur. He stands thirty centimeters tall, carries a wooden toy sword, and speaks with an aristocratic British accent. He is not contained at Site Theta-7, but rather volunteered for indefinite ‘Keter duty’ to aid any innocents who might require his assistance. Despite his size, his strength is at least equal to that of an adult Human male. He can jump several meters in height and has been clocked running at speeds in excess of twenty kilometers an hour. His sword is also capable of inflicting significant damage on adversaries. 
 
   SCP-Theta 7-54’s personality is best described as chivalrous. He identifies as a knight and will strictly adhere to his knightly code. He has proven extremely co-operative with Foundation personnel in keeping Site Theta 7’s SCPs contained. He was initially discovered during one of Sarah’s containment breaches. Sarah attempted to kill the resident child and take her place, but was easily defeated by Theta 7-54 (who is notably immune to psionic influences). Upon learning about how many ‘monsters’ there were that needed to be contained, SCP-Theta 7-54’s original owner (now agent Arella Snow and currently assigned to SCP-Theta 7-54) tearfully but bravely offered to let the Foundation use SCP-Theta 7-54 in containing dangerous SCPs, insisting that he was the bravest little teddy bear in the world and that we needed him more than she did.
 
   Both agent Snow and SCP-Theta 7-54 state that Roderick was originally a non-anomalous teddy bear. Before leaving for war against the Blood Knights, Arella’s father gave Roderick his toy sword and promised his daughter that the bear would protect her while he was away. Agent Snow’s father was killed in battle, and shortly after a Blood Knight Purification raid assaulted Snow’s village. When they knocked down her door with the intention of slaughtering her and her mother, SCP-Theta 7-54 spontaneously animated and drove the invaders away. Agent Snow believes SCP-Theta 7-54 is the re-incarnation of her father, though Roderick possesses no explicit memories predating his becoming sapient, and insists he is only a little teddy bear. 
 
   Agent Snow still maintains that SCP-Theta 7-54 is the bravest little teddy bear in the world.            
 
    
 
   Item #: SCP-Theta 7-77, “Arakanthropes”
 
   Object Class: Euclid
 
   Description: SCP-Theta 7-77 is a humanoid species indigenous to Site Theta 7. Instances of SCP-Theta 7-77 are approximately 1.5 meters in height on average, rarely exceeding 50 kilograms in mass. They possess secondary forelimbs emerging from their knee and elbow joints, and each limb terminates in a three digit, prehensile paw. They are covered in Tarantula-like hair and can produce spider’s silk from a pair of spinnerets located between their rear legs. They are obligate carnivores and have multiple rows of barb-like teeth in their mouths, as well as a forked tongued used for smelling. Each instance of SCP-Theta 7-77 has a seemingly random number of ocelli, no two of which are ever the same size, placed in a haphazard pattern unique to each instance. Most unusually, the bodily fluids of SCP-Theta 7-77 are all highly acidic, which they use for both hunting and defence. 
 
   There is singular colony of SCP-Theta 7-77 contained within the Insomnia Labyrinth, the population of which varies wildly due to their high rate of both mortality and natality. The species is mostly eusocial, however they do not possess a Queen. All females are fertile and will lay their eggs into a single nest. Offspring are reared co-operatively by both genders. At any given time the majority of the colony resides at their nesting site, which appears to be the ruined construct of a yet to be identified civilization. The reliefs on the wall may indicate that the builders worshipped SCP-Theta 7-77. In depth study of the site is not currently possibly due to the aggressive and territorial nature of SCP-Theta 7-77. 
 
   At any given moment there are typically one to two dozen scouts out hunting or scavenging for food to bring back to the colony. Scouts have been known to herd live prey back to the colony as well. Instances of SCP-Theta 7-77 however are not very intelligent, and frequently die in altercations with both adventurers and other SCPs. Previous incursions upon the nesting site have resulted in high casualties to the species, but their numbers have always recovered in a matter of months. 
 
   To date there is no known case of any instance of SCP-Theta 7-77 breaching containment of the Insomnia Labyrinth, and attempts to recover live specimens for study have all resulted in failure. The species appears to be specifically adapted to survival within the Insomnia Labyrinth, and is not able to survive outside of those unique conditions. It has been speculated that SCP-Theta 7-77 may have evolved within the Labyrinth, explaining why no other colonies have ever been discovered. Research into this area is ongoing.           
 
    
 
   Item #: SCP-Theta 7-86, “Nostrus the Obliterator Coppertop”
 
   Object Class: Apollyon Neutralized
 
   Description: SCP-Theta 7-86 is a colossal humanoid standing over a kilometer in height at the time of this writing, and growing at a rate of 1 percent per year. This growth appears to be sustained by an extropic reaction occurring inside the entity. 
 
   SCP-Theta 7-86’s surface absorbs 100 percent of the light it receives, making its body appear to be a black void in space. It has a pair of fiery red eyes, multiple rows of sharp teeth in its wide mouth, and a long pair of horns on top of its head.  
 
   SCP-Theta 7-86 has a perpetual negative electric charge (see addendum), and is capable of producing electrostatic discharges equivalent to natural lightning strikes. It can also exhale plumes of superheated plasma at high velocity. Its voice is over 200 decibels, and thus fatal to all in its immediate vicinity. 
 
   SCP-Theta 7-86 was cast into the deepest pit of the Insomnia Labyrinth centuries ago, at which point it was only man sized and capable of being subdued. Although its origins are not known, reports from the time indicate that it wrought perpetual destruction on everything around it, never stopping for rest or sustenance, delighting in the screams of terror and suffering. Modern analysis of the entity suggests that its disposition hasn’t changed. In under a century, it will be too big for its pit to contain it, at which point it is believed it will break out and rain down unprecedented devastation upon the world until Humanity is extinct.  
 
   SCP-Theta 7-86 is completely invulnerable to any kind of damage, and there is no known method to contain it when it breaches Site Theta 7. An XK class end-of-the-world scenario is presumed inevitable.
 
   Addendum: It is said that all demi-gods have their Achilles Heel, that every Superman has their kryptonite, each dragon a soft spot on their belly. We have found Nostrus’s. By entangling him in a web of superconducting cables we are able to draw electrical energy faster than it can be replenished by the extropic reaction. Growth has not only ceased, but reversed. He is shrinking at a rate of nearly ten percent a year, and we believe the extropic reaction will be completely depleted in a matter of decades, permanently neutralizing Nostrus. 
 
   He is weak now. His voice is no longer fatal, and indeed is barely audible at times. No longer does he thrash and howl in his pit. He lays slumped in his prison; muttering, cursing, weeping. He was an Eldritch Giant, a force of destruction against which Humanity could not hope to survive or escape, and we have rendered him impudent with a little superconductive wire. He has become the living embodiment of why Darkness should fear the Light.  
 
   Secure. Contain. Protect. 
 
   ~How many times do we have to tell you people to keep these things clinical? – O5H
 
    
 
   Item #: SCP-Theta 7-99, “Idolum”
 
   Object Class: Keter
 
   Description: SCP-Theta 7-99 is an entity composed of a viscous black substance, capable of alternating between an amorphous and humanoid form. The humanoid form is approximately 2.7 meters tall, emaciated and elongated with a pair of prehensile skeletal wings emerging from its back. It wears an expressionless porcelain mask, which is bonded to the body on a molecular level and cannot be removed. SCP-Theta 7-99 remains animate in its amorphous form, which it will use to its advantage when needed. 
 
   SCP-Theta 7-99 is largely immune to physical damage, and possesses nearly unlimited strength, speed and agility. He induces a profound sense of dread in all who perceive him, immediately inducing a flight or fight response. He will often prolong his hunts, and prefers to capture his victims alive and secure them in his lair. He will subject them to psychological abuse and nightmarish hallucinations, and will always deprive them of sleep. This behaviour will continue until his victims lose their minds, at which point he will discard them and go hunting again.
 
   Any individuals who escape from SCP-Theta 7-99 will be stalked by him, however he rarely attempts to recapture these escapees. Instead his stalking behaviour will intensify over a prolonged period of time until the victim is wholly unable to sleep and suffers from insomnia induced psychosis. He claims the point of this is to show them that they were never really free. 
 
   Although these stalking instances have been greatly reduced since SCP-Theta 7-99’s transfer to Site Theta 7, Idolum is still capable of breaching containment. While the spatial anomalies present a significant obstacle to him, he has become quite adept at ‘tailgating’ adventurers as they make their exit from the site. 
 
   While most other entities within Site Theta 7 avoid SCP-Theta 7-99, he and Sarah appear to be on amicable terms. They have been known to hunt together, share each other’s victims, aid one another in escaping, as well as apparently just socialize with each other. Idolum is not under Sarah’s enchantment, as testing has confirmed he is immune to psionic influences. Testing to see if Idolum simply had a soft spot for children resulted in [DATA EXPUNGED]. The exact nature of the relationship between Idolum and Sarah remains unknown at this time.  
 
   Addendum:  Incident Theta 7-99/Vega resulted in SCP-Theta 7-99 not only breaching containment but drastically increasing his abilities and inflicting terror and destruction on a mass scale. Although he has since been recaptured and had his power returned to its original level, this incident should stand as an example of what SCP-Theta 7-99 is capable of. He is without question the most dangerous SCP contained in Site Theta 7, both willing and capable of initiating an XK class end-of-the-world scenario should he ever remain free for a protracted period of time.        
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