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chapter one: call me eli
“Ehyrbight!”
A tumultuous wreath of blue lightening answered her call. Ean ducked, partially blinded by her ambitious attack, and knowing all too well that Ophidious would not take kindly to it. Sure enough, her foe’s snapping, static-infused reply rang through the forest clearing. “Tecbarin-sleigh!”
Shit. He knows fire magic, too. Cursing herself for not studying the Compendium of Spellwork more thoroughly, Ean tucked and rolled to avoid the fireball cascading toward her. It sailed over her head. Ean chuckled as she leapt to her feet and brandished her weapon, Necrowave, for its vengeance.
Ophidious emitted a low hiss. He lifted his long, pale hands into the position of prayer to Kanthesis the Damned.
OK, double shit.
Ean knew she had no effective defense against necromantic attacks. What else does he know? He’s making the fight against Isis look like a tea party. Scowling, Ean wheeled ‘round and took to her heels, stomping through the thick foliage in the direction of her concealed skyboard.
With every step she took, Ean expected to hear the crunch of her foe’s pursuit through the leaves. Much to her surprise, Darkling Forest was soundless minus her own footfall and heavy breathing. Finally, she spotted a silvery flash beneath the bushes. She wrenched her rental skyboard free. “Enter the launch code, Hex!”
Hexadecimal shimmered into view on her left shoulder, looking (as she thought) irresponsibly placid, considering the situation. “Certainly, Ean-san.” A pleasant chime from Ean’s earpiece signaled the power-up. Her skyboard shuddered to life. Ean groaned as the SkyRate program initiated the redundant voice of protocol. “Thank you for choosing SkyRate Rentals. Your skyboard charge is at twenty-nine percent. To commence your flight, please mount your skyboard and disengage the safety brake-“
Ean muted the remainder of the message. She leapt onto the board, snapped off the brake with practiced ease, and launched with vicious acceleration. “Well, that went fabulously,” she snapped. “Are you certain you checked everything on TerraWiki for battling Ophidious?”
“Yes, Ean-san. May I remind you that there is precious little information, as Ophidious is not often seen nor engaged in battle?”
“Well, you’d think somebody would know that he can throw basically anything at you, including necromancy!” She huffed her displeasure, tossing her windblown hair out of her eyes. “At any rate, I am not ready to battle him on my own. And you’re also certain that no guilds have defeated him yet, either?”
“That is correct, Ean-san.”
The half-elf sighed. Glancing at the vast countryside beneath her, she noticed she’d lost altitude during her hissy fit. She directed her board upward, then – in vague protest against all fay rogues – broke one of the main rules of skycraft by powering down and free-falling. Ean crossed her arms against her chest. Laughing rebelliously, she hurtled toward the earth, twirling until her hair twisted into hopeless tangles.
Hex’s tranquil voice informed Ean of her delinquency. “You are aware, Ean-san, that I must report you as disobedient to the TerraWorks code of skycraft. Upon strike two-“
The insubordinate one re-engaged the engine and righted herself. “Save your lecture for later, would ya, Hexy? It’s been a rough day. I deserve to have some fun.”
Ean’s Holopal continued undeterred: “You are likewise aware that the consequences of such a fall would render your HP to zero. You would be transported to the nearest hospital, and would be responsible for paying the transport fee, plus the cost of any healing apparatus your recovery would require.”
The half-elf growled her impatience. “You know, Hexy, it’s times like these when I understand why some players don’t use a Holopal.”
“My condolences to them.”
Ean giggled, pleased with the unpredictable sauciness her Holopal sometimes displayed. “I had to get one because I’m directionally challenged. Not everybody likes the Holopal’s involvement, though. Some players argue that they enjoy a more authentic experience without one.”
“I have yet to meet such players as you describe.”
“So do I.” Ean grinned at the pastel-blue hologram on her shoulder, six inches of iridescent equability and support. Hexadecimal floated among the miniscule petals of cherry blossoms, the length of his sable hair rivalling her own ruddy locks. “Well, Hexy, it’s still early. What should we do for the rest of the night?”
“The Spectral Tyrants are performing at the TerraDome.”
“Sweet. Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”
“You did not ask me to.”
“Like Hades I didn’t! You know they’re my new favorite band. Well, from what I’ve heard of them so far, anyway.” Ean adjusted her course for the TerraDome, licking her dry lips. “I’ll have to stop by the Pulse first, though. I’m craving an equinox sunset. Book me a spot at the Dome, please.”
“Very well, Ean-san.”
***
Shifting Necrowave across her shoulders, Ean Lightcross whistled her way through the radiant passerby. Everyone was decked out in lustrous gothic gear, and Ean followed suit. She delighted in her new ruby-amethyst glasses. Her long jacket billowed behind her, and her platform boots granted her authoritative satisfaction as she stomped through the crowd.
A service Holopal sped past her, balancing a tray of assorted Whisker smokes. “Hey, you!” Ean hailed, stooping after it and snatching a pack of magenta Whiskers. “Slow yer wheels, matey; there’s a good ‘un.” Straightening up, the half-elf removed one curved cigarette and lit up. She tossed her rosy hair, merrily observing the puff of pinkish smoke as it tinged the air with cinnamon sugar and spice.
Ean resumed her graceful navigation of the Dome audience, packed with Spectral Tyrants enthusiasts. The TerraDome programs could propel even the most inexperienced singers into stardom, so the musical industry in TerraWorks was outrageously competitive. There were far more eager performers than time slots to book them into. However, a select few of these countless bands managed to pack ‘em in every night they played, and the Spectral Tyrants held this enviable position with ease. Ean tapped her foot against the floor, giddy with anticipation.
“Hey, Lightcross!”
Ean turned toward the sound of a familiar voice. Mallie was waving to her by the glass doors of the balcony. She gestured for Ean to join her. Ean consented, offering her friend a magenta smoke. The two indulged in sugar-saffron seclusion while awaiting the concert.
“So, how was your day? What have you been up to?” Mallie exhaled with satisfaction, trying without success to shape the pink smoke into a flawless bubble.
Ean shrugged. “Tolerable. Didn’t do much. How about you?”
The woodland pixie leaned against the railing, observing the darkening skyline. The tiny silver crowns of buildings gleamed beneath TerraWorks City. Lean shadows of skycraft junkies zipped across the horizon. “I hunted, mostly. I didn’t plan on becoming one of the primary hunter/gatherers of my guild, but here I am.”
“That’s good, though.” Ean joined her against the railings. “You can level up consistently that way. How is your guild doing? Did you breach the fort near Helios City?”
“Yeah, we did. Got some GP for our troubles,” she added, laughing. “As if we needed more! I don’t know how Cyrus gets anywhere… His wallet must weigh him down.”
“Cyrus the cyborg?”
“That’s him.” Mallie’s short blond hair tumbled across her pointed ears as she leaned forward, trying to shape the smoke again (using magic this time). “He and Byron get into tiffs now and then, but he’s an excellent leader. I’m proud of his progress.”
“Who’s Byron? You’ve got a new member?”
Mallie nodded. “Yeah. People are logging into TerraWorks at an insane rate these days.” Her peach-tinted lips curved into a smile. “Those who laughed at the concept of virtual reality roleplay are looking like proper idiots now. I’ve watched a lot of debates lately about how the developers are pushing to increase the real-world currency value per TerraWorks GP. Consistent gamers could quit their jobs and make a living as TerraWorks avatars.”
“No way,” Ean said, slanted eyebrows raised. “Honestly, that sounds too good to be true. Besides, there’s staff and shortage problems already. Wouldn’t that just cause more?”
“Well, sure, at least initially. But it will force a lot of obsolete positions to be revamped, or obliterated completely, and that would be a good thing. Sometimes modernization needs one big, fell hit to make the necessary changes.”
“I don’t know, Malone. That sounds kind of dangerous to me.”
“New ideas usually do, Lightcross.” Unruffled, Mallie tossed her spent Whisker over the balcony. “I think I hear the band. Let’s rock and roll!”
***
Upon re-entry into the Dome, the crowd was even more dense. Mallie and Ean joined hands to keep from being separated. “You’ve been to one of their concerts before, right?” Mallie shouted. “Their lead singer is incredible.”
Ean winced, motioning toward her elven ears.
No need to shout. “No, but I’ve listened to their instrumentals. Sorry, but why don’t you go ahead toward the front? I’ll stay back here. My hearing is rather sensitive.”
Mallie shrugged. “OK, suit yourself. I’ll come find you later.” She scurried toward the stage, joining the clutch of fans stamping their feet and chanting “Elias Mage! Elias Mage! Elias Mage!”
A minute later, the chant tapered off into a rousing roar of delight.
Ean focused her finely-tuned vision on the tall, white figure moving above the audience, saluting to his fans. At first, the half-elf mistook his lustrous pallor for a fair complexion. She realized her mistake when she noted the pale skulls printed on the band’s t-shirts. Elias Jacoby Mage, lead singer of the Spectral Tyrants, was a rare avatar type: a skeleton.
Elias Mage straightened the collar of his ebony jacket and bowed. His piercing black eyes were aflame with joy. Ean watched him with intense curiosity. Skeletons were not a popular pick among the choices for avatars. They didn’t have very good defense (at least initially), so they weren’t favored for combat. Skeletons did make exceptional mages or sorcerers, though, and they were immune to necromancy and zombification. Nevertheless, it took a lot of grinding to get them where they needed to be. Most players didn’t have the patience.
Intrigued, Ean wanted a closer look. She wedged herself in among the masses, praying that her new glasses wouldn’t get knocked off and smashed to kingdom come. Having wiggled and elbowed her way to a more favorable position, she resumed her private calculations of this interesting creature. The band was warming up, hurting her ears with their proximity, but she refused to move back again.
The skeleman stepped up to the microphone. His icy hand gripped it firmly. The drums and guitars gradually rose to a crescendo, sending a rippling effect of exhilaration through the onlookers. Ean could feel the beat resounding in her chest. Entranced, she jumped with the audience, inviting the frustrations of her day to go screw themselves as the intoxicating rhythm pushed them aside.
Eyes closed, eyelids painted black, Elias parted his ivory jaws to utter the first verse.
“You couldn’t know me, even if you tried.
Still, it is amusing to expose the sins you hide.
Don’t you think we’re sorry for this psycho-fantile game?
Do you think it credits you to cite my holy name?”
The dusky savor of his voice was preternatural and chilling. Ean closed her eyes, also, relishing it with every thrilling breath. The atmosphere of the stadium was a hypnotic, chaotic mixture of magenta, indigo, and ebony smokes all writhing together, staining and provoking one’s senses.
Now, THIS is music.
Laughter boiled in Ean’s veins. The sensation sang through her heart, leaping into her wide ice-blue eyes as they reopened. Elias stretched his deathly hand toward the audience.
“Confess your shame!
You never knew the grace of Draco’s Son;
I tell you now, in consequence,
Your death has just begun!
The gods will never countenance
A man who prays in vain;
Your stuttered worship threatens you,
My gift to you: your pain.
Your sweet pain!”
Approving screams echoed through the Dome. Elias Mage swayed to the beat, bare skull glimmering in the spotlight, eyes slanted with dire passion. Multicolored smoke whispered around his frame, curling through the crevices of his body. The sign for Draco’s Son started to be offered here and there. Soon the whole Dome joined in, Ean included.
The Spectral Tyrants knocked out one majestic song after another. It was a night Ean never forgot. Elias closed with a devilish ballad that settled the audience into a lethargy of contentment. The avatars nodded and slouched in a stupor. In sharp contrast, Ean was standing bolt upright, knuckles white as she clenched her fists in a passion. Her gaze remained earnest and voracious, magnetically fixed on the lead singer.
The skeleman glanced across the crowd. As he sang
“The Ballad of Helios,”
his attention was arrested by the enthralled half-elf. His demeanor betrayed a slight surprise. Elias quickly resumed his poise, and finished just as masterfully as he had begun. He waved once more to the cheering audience before vanishing behind the curtains.
Ean Lightcross, energized from the roots of her hair to the ends of her toes, tried to plough through and find Mallie. The sprite had vanished more thoroughly than Elias Mage, however, so Ean gave up the search. Recalling that she was low on magenta smokes at her apartment, Ean stopped at a Whisker vending machine and scanned the chip in her wrist for a pack.
While waiting, she aimlessly combed her fingers through her hair. She was about to ask Hex when the Spectral Tyrants were due to perform next, when a certain decadent, compelling voice startled her. “I wouldn’t smoke too many of those, if I were you.”
An impromptu leap broke the rhythm of Ean’s heart. The half-elf was exceedingly glad to cover her flushed face with her hair as she retrieved the cigarettes. She could feel the tips of her ears burning. “Elias Jacoby Mage, I presume?” She turned to face the singer, rapidly pocketing her Whiskers and offering her hand.
Shaking hands was a dated practice, but Elias didn’t seem to mind. The skeleman’s glacial grip was smooth and firm. He tucked his ivory hand back into his jacket pocket. His gaze inspected her mirrored lenses, striving to catch a glimpse of the eyes behind them. “I didn’t intend to be rude. Whisker smokes are addictive, you see. I wouldn’t smoke more than one per day.”
Ean tried to laugh. “Um, they’re not real, though… it’s VR. What’s the harm?”
Elias lifted his shoulder blades in a shrug. “True, but the habitual effects will foster a real dependency. You’ll find yourself craving them even while you’re logged off.”
“Oh. I see your point.” Ean resolutely banished the second blush that strove to color her face. “Anyway,” she indicated the double cross – half scarlet, and half violet – swinging from her necklace. “I’m Ean Lightcross.”
“Ah, yes. The retro double cross. I’ve seen your avatar symbol in the entries for SkyRate. You fly competitively?”
“Yes. I’ve won a few races. I’m hoping one day I might…” Shyness cut her confession short. “Lately, I’ve been grinding so I can join my friend’s guild. I mean, I’m thinking about joining… maybe.” Ean knocked her glowing platforms against the trim of the wall. “I’m not all that interesting, I’m afraid. But you… you’re amazing. How did you learn to sing like that?”
Elias shrugged again and chuckled. The skeleman’s low, velvety rumble sent shivers – not unpleasant ones – trickling down Ean’s spine. “I know the TerraDome’s programs extremely well. That, plus attending to my performa level, puts me at a significant advantage.”
“Damn straight!”
Elias looked amused by her archaic expletive. Ean’s persistent flush came crawling back. A pause intervened, and Ean noticed that Elias was still trying to see past her mirrored glasses. “Sorry, they’re new, and I’m a bit of a show-off. I guess they aren’t great for making new acquaintances.” Ean removed them, and something in the skeleman’s demeanor brightened. “How interesting.”
“What’s interesting? Before you admire my eye color too much, I have to admit that they’re nowhere near this pretty in reality.”
“Oh, they’re remarkably beautiful, of course. You chose a flattering contrast shade for the color of your hair. But I meant their particular import.” His skull tilted to one side. “The limbal ring, with its peculiar electric streaking, is most significant. Deft, but distinguishable… but then, the unbroken smoothness of the iris presents a substantial disparity. Those designations are typically vice-versa, you know.”
This bizarre monologue halted as he continued to study her eyes. He resumed, “The pupils are sensitive and tremulous; they swell and contract with the slightest passing of emotion. Their delicacy is profound, indeed. And yet, their capacity for reception is…” Elias noticed her bafflement and stopped. His voice dropped quite low, almost to a whisper. “Forgive my madness. I’ve never seen such eyes before.”
Ean Lightcross didn’t comprehend him in the slightest, but his final sentence implied a fixed attraction. She struggled to keep from smiling too widely. “Thanks, Elias. That’s a very… detailed compliment.”
“Call me Eli.”
“OK, Eli.”
A silent moment passed while Eli concluded his inspection of her optics. Keeping any further discoveries to himself, he extended his skeletal hand in farewell. “Goodnight, Ean Lightcross. I’m very glad to have met you.”
Their handshake lingered. “You’ll see me around,” Ean smiled.
“Sans the mirrored specs?”
“If you insist.”
“I do.”
Ean couldn’t tell if his rock-solid countenance was in jest or in earnest. At length, she marked the subtle crinkling of the dark creases beneath his eyes. They both broke into laughter. “In all seriousness,” Eli persisted. “The eyes are the window to the soul. Why hide them?”
“Goodnight, Eli.”
Ean casually slipped past him, but could not resist glancing back as she walked away. Hands in his pockets, skull bowed, Eli was engaged in deep contemplation. On the back of his leather jacket, a pair of gray angel’s wings faded into curved talons. They embraced a skull carrying a rose between its teeth. The avatar symbol of Elias Mage.
As Ean faced forward, she felt a tickle meandering down her earlobe. Her fingers instinctively grazed it, and came away wet. Her ear was bleeding.




chapter two: scintillating skycraft and lazy larking
Breathless, Ean urged her skyboard higher, straining against the wind that tore at her body. Extending her arms, she drew them to her chest, guiding her momentum into a tight spiral. Ean maintained her control, cut the power, then leaned back to drop headfirst.
“Yeah!” the half-elf yelled in pure elation. Killing a hundred zombies in the Undead Campaign never thrilled her like skyboarding did. The radiant tints of sunset marbled the skyline as she descended. Hex, adapted to her recreant ways, just counted down the seconds until she must restart the engine and regain altitude. “Seven… six… five… four…three…”
Ean righted herself and powered up. The skyboard resurrected beneath her with a reassuring shudder, and she directed it into a sharp upward curve. “Hex?”
The Holobox that retained Hexadecimal glowed blue. “Yes, Ean-san?”
“Has anyone defeated Ophidious yet?”
“I will review TerraWiki for you.” A slight pause. “Not yet, Ean-san.”
Lightcross asked this out of habit. She wanted to be the first to master Ophidious the Tormented, which was far from an uncommon goal among TerraWorks players. However, she was determined to do so alone… a vaguely idiotic notion that wasn’t quite so common.
“Just a reminder, Ean-san. The Firestone Guild awaits your response to their invitation.”
Ean sighed. “Oh, yeah. Mallie’s guild.” She set course for her TerraWorks City apartment, slowing down so she could contemplate the option. “I’m no combat prodigy, you know, so I don’t want to disappoint them. Besides, I don’t have the patience for joining guilds. I’d have to fulfill all those obligatory assignments, waste time on boring errands…”
“And have to take orders.”
“Right.” She chuckled. “Which sucks. I didn’t sign up with TerraWorks to be ordered around, same as in real life. If I can’t play the game in my own way, I’d rather not play at all.”
“As you wish.” The Holobox gleamed intermittently, awaiting a reply. The device went back to sleep when Ean remained quiet.
She reviewed the first time she had ever run into Ophidious, which had been a total accident. He didn’t attack her. When she consulted TerraWiki later, it seemed normal for his MO to include rarely striking first. He was an ancient wood-elf that had committed some fierce crime in the lands of the fay. As a result, he had been cursed by them to obtain unsightly, ophidian features and a serpent’s soulless eyes. Despite frightening Ean with his petrifying design, he didn’t move. He just looked at her, as if sizing up whether or not she was a threat to him.
Lightcross just stood there like a gods-forsaken moron, awed. Her mind cast wide for a plan of attack, but its fishing hook came up empty. Neither of them moved. At length, his slender, delicate forefinger reached for her face and grazed her forehead. Ean flinched. His gaze was quite calm and steady, as if he were merely studying her identity and memorizing it. “Greetings!” Ean stupidly chirruped.
Ophidious disappeared.
Nobody on TerraWiki could settle exactly what he was. His design was more extraterrestrial than that of other TerraWorks villains. His reputation as a sorcerer was reverenced, but vague and unspecific. And, unlike the other rogues in the TerraWorks universe, he never spoke at all unless he was casting a spell. Some players speculated that he was the rival of the Fell Sorcerer to Kanthesis, a powerful position in the Kanthesis Temple.
Since running into him, Ean was fascinated with his character. However, she was even more interested in the thought of defeating him.
While Ean Lightcross openly declared her intention of winning the SkyRate Grand Championship, she kept her intention to defeat Ophidious close to her chest. She was aware that her prized custom weapon, Necrowave, would not be adequate – an oversized, glowing ruby-amethyst hammer, with a handle nearly as long as she was tall, and a head and face infused with electric orbs. She adored it, and she couldn’t bring herself to trade it in for something more suitable. And she didn’t have enough money to buy another weapon.
Considering all this, Ean breathed a low sigh and descended to the SkyRate landing decks. Descent protocol babbled from her earpiece. She scowled in annoyance. Automatically, the skyboard searched for and selected an empty parking locker and lowered into it, safety locks clapping shut around its base. After making sure they were closed, Ean powered down and removed her boarding shoes. “I guess I’ll head over to the Pulse before calling it a night. I don’t really have the energy to train today.”
“Very well, Ean-san. They’re hosting a drink special for two more hours.”
She stifled a tired yawn. “Yay.”
As the half-elf donned her platform boots, swinging the rented boarding boots over her shoulder, Ean wondered why she’d felt so deflated
today. Skycraft had revived her, of course (it always did), but the exuberance was already melting out of her as swiftly as butter on a hot sidewalk. As she entered the SkyRate rental building and handed her shoes to the clerk, a sudden picture of Elias Mage forced itself from her subconscious.
The skeleman’s alabaster visage enhanced the shadows of his eyes, his stare, and his voice; he was the epitome of a fallen angel. Ean tried to imagine the creative genius who had customized such a unique avatar, but failed to satisfy her own attempt. She fell to considering the archetypal avatars in TerraWorks. The elves, the dwarves, and the fay creatures of Helios City… the shield maidens and the swordsmen… the knights and the princesses in the Kingdom of Klad… the witches and wizards of Stellos… and the orcs, ghouls, and goblins of the Darkling Forest. Occasionally, Ean would see something more unique and memorable among the avatars. But on the whole, the characters were trite representations of a collective, generational understanding of high fantasy, and what they should and shouldn’t emulate.
So, why would anyone spend substantial time and effort on a skeletal avatar? When someone mentioned “skeleton,” most players thought of the generic, unimpressive NPCs that guarded tombs and treasure chests.
It was a curious question.
Ean roamed through the tight, neon-embellished streets of central TerraWorks City. Passing a large window, she was surprised to notice a curling Whisker smoke between her lips. When did I light that? Shrugging, she walked a little faster to her apartment in High Rise 158.
A happy grin illuminated her face as she scanned her wrist. The door slid open. Although it was true that guild members could pool their money and split the rental of large, luxurious suites, Ean adored her modest downtown getaway. Everything in it was either red, purple, or black: the tenacious indicators of Ean’s energy, vitality, and mystery. A crimson Japanese tea set reposed on the matching kotatsu. A wide, low chest of drawers stood in one corner, facing thick purple drapes that concealed some quaint Asian bedding. A kitchenette and half-bath completed her apartment. Blazing across the western wall was an extravagant painting of a sakura tree in full bloom, with ebony bark, and glittering gems for blossoms.
Ean fixed herself a cup of brown sugar milk tea. She tucked herself into the kotatsu with a sigh of contentment. Taking a sip, she suddenly lowered her cup and hurried over to the Holobox’s charging station. “Sorry, Hex. I forgot to put you on the charger.”
“No worries, Ean-san. I’m at thirty-three percent.”
“Oh. Not as bad as I thought. Anyway, I like to keep in the habit.” Ean detached the slender Holobox from her shoulder, docked it, and waited for the indicator light to turn yellow. “OK, you’re charging now. Could you look up Elias Jacoby Mage for me?”
“It will be my pleasure.” 
The indicator light pulsed green as Hexadecimal searched TerraWiki for the latest information. “Elias Jacoby Mage, lead singer for the metal band ‘Spectral Tyrants.’ Avatar: Undead category, a skeleton. Talents: Recreational performer and artificer mage. Weapons preference, restricted-”
Ean sat upright. “Say that again, Hexy? Artificer mage?”
“Yes. He rents a duplex in Helios City, and has stationed his workshop there. His main abilities include infusing weapons with fire, lightning, or poison. He can also work protective spells into clothing, jewelry, and armor, or healing spells into food. His work is quite well-known in Helios.”
“Hmm. Lightning, eh?” Ean flicked her wrist to open her inventory. She selected Necrowave and thoughtfully perused it. “It would be really nice if Necro was permanently imbued with electricity. I hate having to stock up on electric orbs all the time. That gets expensive.”
“I agree. His fee would be significant, however. Perhaps a few friendly neighborhood quests are in order?”
Ean groaned dramatically and collapsed on the floor. “Noooo, Hexy. I don’t want to!”
“I am aware of your aversion to errands and quests, Ean-san. But unless you are willing to consider selling some of your possessions, that is the only solution.”
“Or… maybe I could sing.”
“Pardon me?”
“I could sing. I could sign up at the TerraDome, too. You know I’ve had some lessons, though I’m a bit rusty at present. Are there any slots still open for this weekend?”
“I shall evaluate your options.” The green light spun around a few times. “The first opening is a slot for ten P.M. on Saturday, in two weeks. I suggest we book it now.”
“Yeah, book it. Thanks, dude.”
“You are very welcome, my friend.”
Ean rose from the floor and paced around the living room, absently tugging her hair. “Two weeks. I should pick something I already know. Vocal covers aren’t too popular anymore, since composing your own song is so easy now… still, I don’t want to rely on the program too heavily. Not at first.”
“That is logical.”
“Hey, this could be really cool.” Anticipation fired through her nerves. “What should I wear? I should probably get a whole new outfit. Even if the stadium isn’t full at first (and I have no reason to expect that), looking good often draws more players in.”
“Might I supply a cautionary reminder, Ean-san? Novice performers in the Dome are paid in voluntary donations only. If you are not successful, you will not earn any capital to purchase the upgrade to your weapon. It seems to me that accepting a side quest remains the better option.”
She flapped her hand dismissively. “You know me, Hex. I’m here to have fun, not run around doing the same grunt work I’ve been plagued by in a thousand other games. Besides, I’ve got all the time in the world. I want to try my way first.”
“Understood.” The yellow light changed back to blue, indicating a full charge. “Shall we review some options for your wardrobe?”
The half-elf rubbed her hands together. “We certainly shall.”
***
Two weeks later, Ean Lightcross was standing backstage, petrified.
Ten minutes remained until she would be announced onstage. Despite her vocal training and practice, she felt she couldn’t take a proper, deep breath. A breath her restricted lungs desperately needed.
“I don’t know if I can do this, Hex. My gods, look at all the people out there! I didn’t expect half so many. What in Hades was I thinking?”
Hexadecimal sensed her agitation and appeared on her shoulder. “There aren’t as many avatars out there as it seems,” he consoled her. He extended a tiny blue hand, resting it soothingly against Ean’s face. “Whether or not the count dwindles depends on your performance.”
“Gee, thanks. That’s helpful.” She struggled to draw a sufficient breath of air. “Just channel Elias Mage. Channel Elias. Emulate his energy. You can do this.”
“Incoming message for you, Ean-san.”
“Is it short? I don’t have the time to spare right now.”
“It is succinct. It is from Elias. He says ‘Good luck tonight.’”
“From… from Eli?”
“Yes, from your inspiration himself. Do you feel better?”
At last, she was able to inhale more to purpose. “Actually… yes. Is that all? Does he say he’s going to be here?”
“That is all. Regardless of his attendance or lack thereof, you should do your very best. Pretend he is listening.”
“OK… OK. I can do that.”
The TerraDome’s MC announced her name. Ean stretched, relaxed her shoulders, and stepped into the spotlight.
From Ean’s perspective, the entire song passed in one long blur. Faces bobbed up and down, with either smiling or critical demeanors. Applause scattered through the crowd between verses, echoing in the void of her nervous mind. And despite how much she wanted to, she couldn’t look for Elias. Whether his stoic countenance would give her peace or anxiety was anybody’s guess, and she felt she couldn’t risk the latter result.
As the symphonic metal track came to an end, Ean bowed and hurried backstage. She leaned her hands against the wall and panted, long hair draping in silky ribbons, heart bounding in her chest. She jumped when Hex’s voice interrupted her muddled thoughts. “Incoming message. Elias Mage congratulates you, and asks if you’d be willing to join him at the Pulse in half an hour.”
Before she could answer, the clink-clink-clink notification of received donations chimed from her Holobox. Stunned, Ean peered at the amount. Her lips broke into a shaky grin. “Not much, but it’s a start. I guess I wasn’t terrible.”
“What shall I tell Elias, Ean-san?”
“Tell him I’ll be there.”
“It is done.”
Ean peeled her trembling hands off the wall and walked into a changing room. Hesitating, she glanced into a mirror. She was shaking and a little sweaty, but her ice-blue eyes were regaining their tranquil steadiness. “I suppose I’m presentable. But… should I change into something more casual?”
“That is up to you, Ean-san. Would you be more comfortable?”
“Absolutely.” She tapped the makeup icon on the mirror and removed her bronze lipstick. “We’re going for an old classic. Ripped jeans and a hoodie, coming right up.”




chapter three: at the pulse
The Pulse was a popular establishment of navy-blue bricks, cement flooring, and industrial décor. There was an immense bar on both floors, and long stripes of neon lighting slanting over the modern booths. TerraWorks City residents practically owned the place, and could rent and customize booths, as well as conjure a minibar to practice making their own drinks. Helios City and the Kingdom of Klad offered traditional taphouses, but the Pulse was the TerraWorks go-to.
Ean, infinitely comfortable in torn jeans and a retro Metallica hoodie, entered the bar and inquired for Elias Mage. At the welcoming podium, the Pulse’s signature Holopal directed her to a large corner booth. Eli was waiting, also dressed down in ebony jeans, t-shirt, and the same devil-wing jacket. He stood politely as the half-elf approached. “You did very well tonight.”
Ean laughed as they seated themselves across from each other. “Humbug. I was scared stiff. I haven’t a clue whether I sounded good, bad, or indifferent.”
“Oh, you were good.” Elias tapped the silver button on the end of the table. A holographic screen popped up, offering countless snacks and beverages. He rested his gleaming mandible in one hand while he scrolled through the options. “A tad breathless from nerves, no doubt, so your notes were cut short at times… but that’s probably something I alone noticed.”
“Do you ever coach other singers?” Ean couldn’t help asking.
“No, but I’ve been asked to before. I never saw it as worth my while, but for you… I think you would be.” He spoke in the same peculiar, low tone that he had used when first examining her eyes. Ean blushed at the memory. “Well, I happen to be somewhat broke at the moment. But if I ever gather a promising cache, I’ll ask you about some voice training then.”
“Looking forward.” The skeleman shrugged out of his jacket. Something about the plain t-shirt beneath it helped to humanize him. “So, what’s your drink, Lightcross?”
“Equinox sunset on the rocks.”
“Ah, a very colorful beverage. Sounds about right.” His gaze smiled warmly at Ean as he ordered one, then selected the Oktoberfest Schwarzbier for himself. “Mind if I smoke?” he added, digging in his back pocket until he seized a pack of ebony Whiskers.
“Thought you warned me against the use of those identical objects,” Ean teased him. Eli shrugged. “As I said, it’s not going to hardwire your brain as long as you stick to once in a while.”
“I don’t mind.”
Eli lit up, exhaling a dark aroma of spice. “So, you’re a singer, too. You’re a woman of many talents. May I ask what else you’re into?”
“That’s pretty much it. I’m into skycraft, music, and smoking too much.” They both chuckled at her last admission. “There is one other mission on my bucket list, but I’d rather not get into it. It’s a bit daft.”
“Mmm. ’A bit daft,’ she says. I would very much like to hear it.” Elias leaned back and crossed his arms, observing Ean with amusement. “No, no,” his companion laughed, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “I’ve sworn myself to secrecy… and Hex has been suitably threatened, should he ever wax communicative.”
“Hex? A friend of yours?”
“Oh, I forgot that I didn’t introduce him yet. He’s my Holopal.”
Ean tapped the curved Holobox on her shoulder. Hexadecimal hovered into view. Hands folded in his sleeves, he executed a charming little bow. “Good evening, Ean-san. Good evening, Elias Mage. I am Hexadecimal.”
Their drinks arrived. Elias drained the bottle in a few swigs, while Ean sipped from the dome-shaped crystal glass, frothing with orange, pink, and purple liquid. “I see your Holopal has already matched my face to my name,” Eli remarked. “Snooping, were we?” He tried to sound gruff, but Ean could divine a beam of pleasure in his eyes. “Well, at least this miniature profligacy can entertain us. Tell me what you learned, and I can tell you what the Wiki editors have right, or wrong.” His empty bottle vanished and was replaced by a new one.
“I didn’t get through the whole article. I got distracted when I heard you were an artificer mage. I’d love to take a peek in your workshop sometime, by the way.”
“My weapon infusions are my pride and joy. Speaking of which, I’ve been meaning to ask what weapon you carry. But first, let me guess.” Eli tapped a fingerbone against his mandible. “You’re an archer?”
“Bzzzzzt. Wrong!”
“Hmm. I see your Holopal’s style is customized for the Edo period. A katana, then?”
Ean’s smile broadened. “Wrong again.”
“That’s odd; I’m never wrong twice. Then, deduced from your unique and often gothic sense of fashion: a black mace. There! That has to be it.”
The half-elf laughed. “Strike three.” Eli collapsed against the back of his booth while Ean cackled. “You’ll never guess. I forked over a hefty chunk of GP to design it from scratch. It’ll be easier just to show it to you.”
“Weapons aren’t allowed in here. We’ll have to go out on the sidewalk. Do you mind?”
“Not at all.”
Elias waited while Ean finished her drink, then scanned his wrist at the doorway to pay for both of them. Ean’s protestations were in vain. “Be rational, my friend. I have two excellent sources of income.”
Ean rolled her eyes. “Implying that I don’t. Are you aware of your abruptness, sir?”
“I am. But I wouldn’t choose to be otherwise. Elusive language is inconvenient.”
As they ambled down the street, Elias stopped to gesture toward a lean, aerodynamic motorcycle. A chrome skull leered at them from between the handlebars. “That’s Simulacra. Isn’t she a beauty?”
“Yours?”
Elias nodded. Ean reached out to touch the shining handlebars reverently. “I’ve never gotten to ride a motorcycle in my life, and I’ve always wanted to.”
“Is that so?” The skeleman’s eyelids crinkled to indicate a smile. “I don’t suppose you’d want to take her for a spin?”
She squealed with delight. “Can I drive?”
“Absolutely not.”
“Aww, why not?”
“I doubt that I need to explain why not.”
“I swear by the Terran Pantheon that I’ll drive thirty miles per hour.”
Eli crossed his arms. “Nice try.”
“Twenty miles per hour. Just call me Grandma.”
The skeleton chuckled, chatting his teeth together and shaking his skull. “Nope.”
“I’ll obey the stop signs so thoroughly that the mediators will flag me down for stalling traffic.”
That one earned her a boisterous laugh. Eli’s ribcage flexed with mirth. “Delightful! Still, my answer is no.”
Ean clasped her hands, standing close to him to gaze into his ivory face. “But I’ll be ever so careful, Eli. We shall be invisible. Please?”
“Mmm.” Catching his breath, Eli extended his forefinger to brush against her chin. “That look nearly does it for you, Lightcross.”
His midnight eyes shone beneath the misty yellow lamplight. A few skyboard junkies flew past them on the levitation tracks, casting the beams from their board lights across his mirror-like visage. Ean could smell the footprint of ebony smoke clinging to his jaws and clothing.
Abruptly aware of how very close they were, Ean’s pointed ears turned scarlet. She took a step backward. “I guess you’ll have to win this one. Take me for a ride!”
Elias consented with a deep chuckle. “Put on my helmet, then. And be sure to hold onto me.”
***
The engine throbbed and snarled beneath them like a wild beast. Ean whooped as Elias careened around the corner. It was quite easy to maintain one’s grip on a skeletal avatar, and she felt fearless as he performed several low, sweeping turns for her gratification. TerraWorks City smeared past them in a pleasing chaos of neon flashes, silvery buildings, and the landing lights of the levitation tracks.
After a lengthy ride, they stopped outside of High Rise 158 (which Ean had mentioned as her building). She removed Eli’s helmet and handed it back to him. “Gods, that was epic! If you ever want to drive Simulacra while I swing at our opponents from behind, let me know. We’d stun all of TerraWorks with our sheer awesomeness.”
Elias seemed pleased with her enthusiasm. “Duly noted.” To Ean’s surprise, Eli turned off the engine, dismounted, and walked her to the main entrance. “We never did demonstrate our weapons,” he reminded her. “Want to meet at the training grounds outside of Helios? I have a few orders to fill tomorrow, but I should be finished by around nine o’clock.”
“Oh, yeah. I completely forgot about that. It’s a date.”
If Elias had an eyebrow to raise, he’d have raised it. “A date?”
Ean flushed, dropping her gaze to search for a rock to kick. “Um… well… yes?”
The skeleman broke into another hearty laugh. “You may rival my own directness, given a little more time. It’s a date.” He hesitated, then tucked her hair behind her pointed ear. “I’m honored, Lightcross.”
“See you tomorrow, Eli.”
***
When Ean donned her TerraWorks helmet and logged in the next evening, she tried to convince herself that she hadn’t
been chomping at the bit the entire day. Work had seemed to drag on indefinitely, and the customers asked far more questions than usual… but, no. She wasn’t experiencing palm sweat and palpitations due to committing herself to what, only a week prior, she would have considered a capital exercise in stupidity: a VR date.
Elias Mage could be anybody… anyone at all. Heck, maybe he was a she!
Why does he have to be so damned real?
Ean fretted around her apartment, killing time by straightening random objects and changing clothes half a dozen times. She finally chose a pair of faux-leather leggings and a long, sleeveless dress with high slits on either side. After adding the hunting boots she’d purchased in Klad, she announced to Hexadecimal that she was ready for inspection.
“It is feminine, but practical. I believe it is appropriate for your destination.”
“Thank you, Hexy.” Ean shot one last look into the mirror. Seizing the hairbrush, she gave her lengthy tresses another hurried brush until the ends snapped with static. “I hope Elias doesn’t propose that we fight anybody. I’ll need my hair up for that.”
“Should that be the case, I will aid you in selecting the proper hairstyle.”
“OK.” She tapped the makeup icon on her mirror to choose slanted eyeliner, which highlighted the brilliant, icy glow of her eyes. “All right. I really need to get going. If I have too much time to fuss with my looks, I’ll render myself ridiculous.”
“Incoming message from Elias Mage.”
Half afraid that he was canceling, she swallowed hard. “Let’s hear it.”
It was a voice recording this time. Eli’s majestic baritone floated into the room. “Evening, Lightcross. I was wondering if it would be convenient for you to meet me at my workshop in Helios, instead of the training grounds? I haven’t finished my final order yet… the requested spell has been giving me some trouble. I’m sending the directions to Hexadecimal. There’s no rush, so please take your time.”
Hex appeared beside a holographic map. Ean studied it. “He’s pretty much in the center of Helios, so even a dunce like me shouldn’t get lost. Truthfully, I’m glad. I’m curious to know his combat style, of course, but I’m much more interested in seeing his workshop. Well, Hexy, shall we travel by skyboard?”
“What a silly question.”
Ean giggled, remembering to snatch her hairbrush and stow it in her inventory before dashing out the door. She jogged to the SkyRate launching towers.
The first star or two of TerraWork’s vast legion were appearing overhead. Ean drifted mechanically through the system checks and admonishments, fingers flying over the locks, tightening the buckles on her boarding shoes, and ensuring that her Holobox was properly fastened to the shoulder strap. Destination coordinates verified. You are ready for takeoff. Please enjoy your flight, Ean Lightcross.
All skyboard fliers had two options. First, they could elect to fly along the levitation tracks, which were mounted track lines secured by a powerful magnetized field. These tracks connected all the major cities and kingdoms. They took full control of your acceleration, cruising speed, descent, and parking. While traveling, you could chat with your Holopal, message your friends, or sort through your inventory; you didn’t have to pay any attention. Second, skyboarders could fly manually. There were no tracks, and minimizing distractions was highly recommended.
Ean preferred manual flight. She tapped the default preference and signaled to Hex to keep the map screen open on her lower right-hand side. “Just in case, you know.”
“Of course, Ean-san.”
The half-elf chose drifting speed so she could enjoy the scenery. The City of Helios was embedded in the heart of Verdant Valley, smocked with colossal trees and peppered with gemlike flora. All the traditional festivals were held there. Helios was especially famous for its immense maypole for May Day, which was plated with white gold and studded with emeralds. When the wood-elves and Darkling Forest sprites danced around it, expertly weaving and braiding its silken ribbons, it inspired many an avatar to declare that May Day in Helios was the most magical of all the year.
Initializing descent. Welcome to Helios City, Blessed of the Elder Goddess, Nymphoria.
SkyRate’s landing decks in Helios were picturesque. Ean was too nervous and excited to notice particulars, but she did recall climbing vines, potted plants, and the sturdy scent of oak. A small fountain bubbled cheerfully in the lobby as she turned in her boarding shoes to the clerk. “Please enjoy your time in Helios!” the dwarf piped. Ean nodded to him and walked into the courtyard.
Though a threat of clouds loomed on the horizon, it was a lovely evening. Cool breezes carried the aroma of budding foliage and honey. Woodland sprites laughed while dwarves chatted and told jokes. An elven choir sang, and human couples roamed, conversing in low, romantic tones. A bard plucked his guitar and praised Nymphoria, goddess of springtime and spiritual dance. As a half-elf, Ean felt quite at home in Helios, and many fellow half-bloods greeted her with their race’s elegant gesture of kinship. “Vhelcomet,” Ean replied with a smile. When she had chosen her residence in TerraWorks City, she had been sorely tempted to choose Helios instead… but, all things considered, Ean Lightcross preferred to live in modernity and visit tradition, rather than vice versa.
Elias Mage’s pale-yellow duplex emerged into view. He rented the right side out, which was currently a bookshop; Ean could smell the antique leather-bound leaves as she passed the doorway. On the left, above an iron-studded door, a painted sign read “Elias Jacoby Mage, Master Artificer.”
Ean drew in a quick breath and pushed open the door.




chapter four: a revelation via terraforma
A soft bell clinked as Ean entered. Her face brightened as she absorbed the workshop’s soothing atmosphere. The wheat-colored walls were speckled with silver grain. Several high bookshelves, cluttered with artificer tools, manuals, herbs, and volumes of spellcraft, impressed Ean with their consistent indications of frequent use. A few scarlet chairs for clientele (currently empty) faced an enormous oak desk. Elias stood before it, hands braced against the tabletop, pouring diligently over the Compendium of Spellwork.
“I see you’re still hard at work,” Ean remarked, as Elias was too absorbed to notice her. As he glanced up, his sharp eyes looked vaguely annoyed at first. They softened when they recognized his visitor. “Gods, Ean! I apologize. I’d almost forgotten about our date.”
“That must be some spell you’re working on,” she replied, sitting in one of the red chairs. “There aren’t many circumstances in which one would forget about a first date. However, I must humbly admit that my personal experiences are few and far between.” Eli’s inkstand was molded into the shape of a glaring skull. Amused, Ean picked it up to scrutinize it.
The skeleman’s eyes depicted remorse. He snapped the Compendium shut with a bang, circling to the front of the desk to take Ean’s hand. “I’m sorry. This isn’t the best first impression, is it? Although, if I insisted that I’m not a workaholic, that would be a strike against my soul for fibbing.”
“That’s all right.” Ean’s hand faltered in his skeletal grasp, conscious of its chilly but tender pressure. “Can I see what you’re working on?”
“Of course. I’d be happy to have your opinion.”
Gesturing for her to follow, Elias led back around his desk and picked up a silver ring. He held it gingerly between forefinger and thumb-bone, squinting with derision. “My client ordered a regenerative healing spell conditioned to 15% – simple enough – but she insisted on this
ring as the vessel. As you can see, its sole ornament is a pink pearl. Pearls aren’t quite so… impressionable as gemstones, but especially these rarer shades. I explained that to her, but noooo, she just has to use this ring.”
Ean inspected it also, casually leaning her arm against his shoulder. A brief, warm tint tickled Eli’s cheekbones. She pretended not to notice. “So, you’re saying pearls have some sort of natural resistance to spell infusions?”
“Yes. Exactly.” He tossed the ring back into its case and huffed. “I’m exasperated. I didn’t anticipate there would be quite this level of resistance.” He paused, then pointed ruefully at his leather chair, which lay on the carpet face-down. “I fear I have something of a temper.”
“Hmm. So, do you have to finish this tonight?”
“I would prefer to. She’s coming for it tomorrow evening.”
“You could always cheat.”
“Cheat?”
“Yeah. Just look up the answer on TerraWiki. Bound to be there somewhere.”
Elias grunted. “I hate doing that.”
“Somehow, I’m not surprised.” Grinning, Ean reached down to raise the fallen chair. “I noticed you don’t seem to own a Holopal.” She sat down in it and stretched luxuriously.
“Correct.”
“You think the gaming experience is more authentic without one?”
“I know it’s more authentic without one.”
“Harsh,” Hex interjected. Eli glanced at Ean and laughed. “My apologies, Hexadecimal. At any rate,” pushing the pearl ring as far away from him as his arm could reach, “I’m sick of this ridiculous nonsense, and I don’t intend to keep you trapped in here for the evening. I’ll cheat after our date is over.”
“Terraforma is performing tonight.”
Eli’s eyes widened in mock disbelief. “You mean you don’t want to spend our first date getting all sweaty on the training grounds? I’m shocked.”
“Oh, come on. Grunge may not be your thing, but it beats just getting drunk at the Pulse.”
“Sound logic, Lightcross. Just a minute.” Elias swept into a back room. He emerged a minute later in dark leather pants and a hooded jacket with a spiked lapel. He lifted the hood over his skull and posed. “Acceptable?”
“That’ll do.”
Elias waved Ean into the back room. She ducked inside and, with Hex’s aid, reappeared in a cold-shoulder minidress and strappy heels. “You look nice,” Eli nodded. “Oh, I also got this for you. It’s nothing fancy, just something to commemorate our first date.” Reaching for the bookshelf, the artificer mage lifted a small gilt bag secreted in the corner. “I think it’ll suit your style.”
“Elias! You didn’t have to get me anything.” Embarrassed, Ean reached inside and lifted out a white gold bracelet. A tiny double cross – her avatar symbol – swung from the clasp. “It’s so delicate. How did you figure out my taste in jewelry already?” Delighted, she immediately slipped it onto her wrist.
The skeleman shrugged. “Oh, I have eyes. And I use them.”
Ean burst into laughter at his coolness. “There’s not a single sentimental bone in your body, is there?”
His sable eyes glittered impishly. “I guess we’ll have to find out.”
***
Terraforma’s grunge riffs pulsed through the Dome. Ean was already dancing her way through the crowd. Elias, towering above the majority of the audience, mildly bobbed his skull to the beat. “Come on, Elias!” Ean cried, seizing his cold fingers in her warm hands. “Dance with me.”
“I’m a skeleton. I don’t dance.”
“You will if you’re with me, buddy.”
Eli parted his jaws to object, but Ean raised their hands, slipped her fingers between his, and swayed. Her momentum tugged him to and fro until he swayed with her. “Like this. That’s all I want,” she murmured. Her dilated pupils took on a curiously wide, electric sparkle.
“How interesting,” Elias breathed.
The half-elf’s aura of pure but controlled exhilaration was captivating. Waves of rhythm surrounded them, drenching them in contentment. Ean risked moving closer, resting her hands near his lapel. After a long, gaze-locked hesitancy, Eli’s hands trailed around her waist to rest at the small of her back.
Ean didn’t move away.
The next song commenced with an energetic beat, flooding the stadium with cheerful whoops and hollers. Elias snapped out of it. “Thirsty?” he asked, a second rare blush staining his pale cheekbones.
“Yes.”
They held hands as they walked into the immense TerraDome lobby. Elias ordered the usual – equinox sunset for Ean and a dark draft for himself – and they sat on a couple of lounge chairs to consume them. The skeleman cleared his invisible throat. “I hope I wasn’t… I don’t mean to be too forward.” His finger traced the rim of his bottle as he eyed her quizzically.
Ean waved her hand. “No, no! You’re fine.”
“I’ve never dated anyone in VR before. It seemed like such an idiotic idea.”
“Same.” Ean giggled and sipped her equinox. “I feel safe with you, though.”
Eli gave a sarcastic snort. “With a skeleton. You’re somewhat eccentric, aren’t you?”
“Hey, takes one to know one.” Ean smiled and finished the rest of her glass. “Let’s go back. The night’s still young!”
“Sure.” Elias stood up and drew Ean to her feet. “I think I might like dancing now.”
“I’ll pretend I don’t know what you mean.”
During the rest of the night, Eli gradually misplaced his inhibitions. He leapt with the audience, punching his fist in the air; he twirled Ean and even dipped her once; and for the finale, everyone stood together in a series of infinite chains, arms around their neighbors’ shoulders, swaying and singing along at the top of their lungs.
“I didn’t expect to enjoy Terraforma that much,” Ean exclaimed as they left. “I mean, I’ve always heard that they’re a great VR show. But I’m more of the hard rock, heavy-metal purist persuasion.”
“I appreciate every genre, barring country music.” Elias took her hand. “Ready to go home?”
Ean shot him a saucy look. “Never.”
“Unfortunately, I’ve got work tomorrow. I need to log off.”
“Yeah, I do, too. Will you message me tomorrow evening?”
“If you want me to.”
Smiling, she held up their entwined hands. “Do you really need to ask?”
“Mmm. I suppose not.”
Succumbing to an impulse, Ean balanced on tiptoe to kiss his cheekbone. “Goodnight, Elias,” she whispered. “And thank you.”
Dazed, he merely stared after Ean as she walked away, humming to herself. Shaking his skull hard, he jogged to catch up with her, swept her off her feet, and cradled her, touching his forehead to hers. “You don’t know what you just did,” he murmured, his dark eyes flashing. “You really have no idea what you just did, Ean Lightcross.”
She blushed to the points of her ears. “What did I do?”
Elias replied with that low, deep chuckle that thrilled her nerves. He lowered her back onto the ground, his hand slipping from the side of her face to comb through her hair. “You’ll see.”
***
Dammit, dammit… Dammit!
Lurid was flying way too close, forcing Ean to glide against the rails. She knelt into a ball, whipping into a backward tumble to escape him. She flipped him off as he – of course! – took advantage of the opening she left, soaring ahead on the SkyRate track. “Hey, eat rocks, man!” she yelled. I’m sick and tired of him cornering me like that!
“That was not an illegal maneuver, Ean-san.”
“Hex, I don’t want to hear from you right now.” Gritting her teeth, the ginger-haired elf accelerated until she was riding Lurid’s heels. Sensing her irritated presence, he swayed in front of her tauntingly. “There’s only one lap left,” Ean muttered. “Time to flip the script!”
Ean waited until a looping curve offered her an opportunity. It wasn’t a particularly safe opportunity, but Lurid’s predatory skycraft left her no other choice. The SkyRate competitors entered the turn. Snapping the nose of her board toward the inside line, she struggled to maintain control while risking a perilously tight arc, accelerating instead of braking.
Ean’s skyboard missed Knightmoor’s by a mere inch. “Watch it!” Knightmoor shouted. Ean ignored her. Continuing to gather speed, she shot ahead of the pack until only one person remained for her to pass: Piragor.
His telltale shock of choppy blond hair stuck out in all directions. Ean strained every muscle in her body as her board reached full speed. In a moment, the contenders were side-by-side; but Piragor, with his customary coolness, didn’t seem concerned about it. He tossed Ean a hurried but friendly nod. “Nice evening for a race, Lightcross!” he called over the wind.
She held up her hand to block her view of his face. “Don’t talk to me.”
“Who else can I talk to?” He jerked his thumb backward to indicate the rest of the competitors, who were behind, but steadily gaining on them.
“Talk to yourself!”
The SkyRate MC’s voice blared in Ean’s ear. “It’s Piragor and Lightcross, folks! Piragor and Lightcross! Who will take the lead?”
Their skyboards remained nose-to-nose. They tackled the final lap in faultless harmony, leaning, braking, and accelerating in synch. The crowds roared their appreciation. “What a fine pair we make!” Piragor yelled. Ean grinned and retorted, “Sorry. Spoken for now.”
“Oh, really? Who?”
“Elias Mage.”
Piragor pantomimed a slight deafness. “Sorry, who?”
“ELIAS.”
“Who’s he?”
“Gods, Piragor! What rock are you living under?”
He shrugged, emitting a roguish smile. Ean realized he was only teasing her. She tossed her head dismissively and focused on the finish line.
They reached the final stretch. Ean knelt, gripping the nose and back of her skyboard in aerodynamic position. Piragor did likewise. With drag reduced, but mobility compromised, their skyboards reached their peak speed. A rippling, pulsing thrill – constricting her chest until Ean felt half-choked – dulled everything around her, including the screaming audience. Even Piragor was a mere blur of inconsequential color at her side. I’m going to beat you today, Piragor. I’m going to qualify for the championship race.
Lightcross blinked in the brilliant flash of the finish line. Setting her teeth, she closed her eyes as their boards shot over it. The levitation track’s safety magnets locked onto them, gradually reducing their speed. “Aaaand, it’s a photo finish! A photo finish, everyone! My Gods, what a race tonight!” the SkyRate MC cried.
Red, blue, and purple fireworks exploded overhead. Cheers and applause echoed through the neon-red bleachers. Ean’s skyboard came to a stop, and she dismounted, an excited grin stretched from ear to ear. She waved to the crowd. Her fans waved back, shouting their support and holding up signs bearing her avatar symbol. “Thank you!” she called out, saluting them.
Piragor dismounted beside her. “That was a smooth race, Lightcross. Regardless of who won, you’re a great SkyRate competitor.” He smiled and held out his hand to her.
“Thanks, man.” They shook hands. The applause and cheers redoubled, and Piragor lifted their clasped hands before the masses. He spoke aside to her, “I know you’ll be busier now that you’re dating… but we’ll always be friends, right?”
“Right.”
Ean’s good-natured rival released her hand, still grinning. “I’d like to hear more about your Elias. He must be quite a guy for Ean Lightcross to break her own vow never to date in VR.”
Ean flushed and tugged at her hair. “I’ll tell you about him later. I don’t want to jinx myself by speaking too soon, or with too much enthusiasm. We’ll see how it goes.”
Winking, Piragor borrowed one of Ean’s exclamations. “Sweet.”
The MC’s vibrant voice interrupted their conversation. “The results are in! The powers that be have spoken. The winner is… Ean Lightcross! Just by a hair, ladies and gentleman! It’s Lightcross! Give it up for our city’s contestant in the SkyRate Tournament of Champions!”
Roaring applause flooded the stadium. Ean breathed a deep sigh of relief, her tense shoulders relaxing. It had required plenty of practicing to place for the tournament in TerraWorks City. Now that she’d beaten Piragor, she would be invited to the SkyRate Tournament of Champions. If she won that, her avatar’s name and symbol would be everywhere. She’d have a free pass to all the best races – including the opulent Metro Cross Track in Gravesend – and fly anywhere in TerraWorks that she fancied. She’d get a new skyboard, official SkyRate sponsorship, and one million GP.
Although the idea of fantastic wealth and honor was enough to make anybody giddy, Ean was busy imagining how impressed Elias would be.




chapter five: eli’s reckoning
While Ean was shaking hands and posing for holographic images, Elias was stalking around his workshop like a maddened fiend.
Nothing had gone according to plan. First, his illustrious client of the pearl ring had returned. Was the regenerative spell working to satisfaction? Yes, it was. Was she experiencing any problems with it at all? No, she wasn’t. She then presented an entire jewelry box to Elias, full of pearl-set pieces, all staring up at him like so many wide, innocent eyes. Well aware of the time it would take to infuse them with the spells she was requesting, Elias quoted her an appropriate ETA, at which she balked. Wouldn’t he please get started right away?
“‘Crucial accessories for my mermaid imagery,’ indeed. Hmph.” Still sulking, Elias snatched up his notebook and thumbed through his notes on pearl infusions. He had a few other clients to attend to, including some scheduled pickups; the Spectral Tyrants were asking to meet up and start practicing for their October concert; he had a secret project in the works, which he was impatient to optimize; and to top off this sticky sundae of commitments with one giant cherry, he was missing the TerraWorks City skyboard race. Ean’s performance would determine whether or not she qualified for the Tournament of Champions next month, so… that was kind of important.
Ean had accepted his explanations without complaint, but that hadn’t eased his mind much. Heaving a dejected sigh, the skeleman flicked through a few more pages. He stole a look at a holographic image of Ean that hovered above his work tablet. “I’ll make it all worth the wait. I promise.”
That got him thinking about his secret project again. Uttering a snort of impatience, Elias thrust his notebook aside and picked up a volume about the magical properties of gold instead. His narrowed eyes flew across the leaves. Settling on the paragraph in question, he tapped the page thoughtfully, then set the book aside and began sketching a golden staff.
Just then, Eli’s workshop bell interrupted his musings. One of his most frequent clients, Cyrus Agillus, thumped his way inside in full armor and massive boots. “Evening, Elias! I’ve come to pick up my order.” He took a gander ‘round the room, noting the strewn papers and paraphernalia. “Still working at this hour?”
“I suppose so.” Eli surreptitiously pushed his notebook over the sketch. “Have a seat, Cyrus, and I’ll get it for you.”
“Appreciate it.” Cyrus settled his bulky frame into one of the lounge chairs. Glancing at a nearby footstool, he hooked one of its legs with his sword, and dragged it beneath his feet. “Gods, it feels nice to put my feet up.” Yawning, the cyborg’s yellow eyes blinked with drowsiness. “You’ve got a nice vibe in here, Elias. It’s so homey. You should add a fireplace just about there.” He pointed to the empty wall in front of him, embossed with creeping vines.
“No doubt you’re right.” The artificer mage reappeared with a tan parcel, secured with yellow twine and stamped with Eli’s avatar symbol. “I’ve added the same light modifications as your last order. I trust that’s to your liking?”
“Yeah, that’s awesome, man. Hey, thanks a lot!”
“My pleasure.” Elias handed the parcel to Cyrus. The cyborg relayed instructions to his Holopal. A moment later, a soft chime notification sang from Eli’s work tablet, signifying a received payment. “Thank you, Cyrus. I hope you have a pleasant evening.”
“Mind if I stay and chat for a bit? If you’re too busy, just tell me to hop along. It won’t hurt my feelings. But your wisdom is a sight for sore minds, if you get my meaning.”
“How kind of you to say so.” Eli’s voice was grave, but his eyes sparkled with sarcastic amusement. He crossed his arms. “What’s on your mind, Cyrus?”
“Remember what we talked about a few months ago? We were complaining about the moronic stupidity of VR dating, and how neither of us would ever partake in that silly, but admittedly fascinating, little game. Right?”
A minute twitch in the corner of Eli’s eye betrayed his humiliation. “I remember.”
“Well, I think (and this is just my personal opinion) – I think we should add an exemption. A diminutive addendum to our declaration, aye?”
“Oh? Your feelings on the matter have changed?”
“Not yet, sir, not yet. But it’s only fair to reserve a bit of wiggle room for matters of the heart. Yes?” The cyborg cast him a cunning sideways glance. Elias refused to cave. “At least,” Cyrus recommenced after a long pause, “I think it’s only logical to agree that, as slim as the chances are, it’s not impossible to find one’s other half amid the masses of online personas.”
“It’s improbable, but not impossible.”
“Agreed. Well, then. To finding true love!” Cyrus toasted Eli with an imaginary glass. Elias repeated the pantomime stiffly. “To true love.”
“That will do. I must be off!”
Cyrus Agillus winked as he strode from the workshop. Puzzled, the artificer mage shrugged and began the onerous task of sorting his books and notes. As he cleared his desk, he noticed that his tablet was still projecting the glistening image of Ean Lightcross, as broad and brazen as daylight.
The skeleman froze in place, glaring at nobody in particular. Shit.
***
Cyrus hopped on his chrome skyboard, chuckling to himself. It wasn’t easy to read a skeleman’s moods, but Eli’s touch of petulant naïveté was quite entertaining. “Hey, Vash,” the cyborg called, tapping his Holobox out of sleep mode, “Wake up and text Mallie. Ask her if her friend Ean is Ean Lightcross from the SkyRate tournament.”
“Sure thing, Cyrus.”
A soft beep indicated a text response. “Sir, Mallie confirms your surmise and adds that she’d like to invite Lightcross to the next Undead Campaign battle. Would that be an acceptable notion?”
Cyrus shrugged, bracing himself as the levitation tracks launched him to cruising speed. “Ask Mallie what Ean’s combat level is (if she knows), and what weapons she uses. Not much good in inviting someone I know nothing about. Our Firestone Guild is new, and we can’t afford to have a weak link right now.”
“Yes, sir.”
As the countryside of Helios tore past beneath him, the cyborg wondered what sort of a woman had managed to infatuate the stoic Elias Mage. Propelled by curiosity, Cyrus added “And, Vash? Ask Mallie if she knows anything about Ean and Elias, you know, as a couple. That would be big TerraWiki forum news, eh?”
***
Back at the workshop, Elias flipped his sign to “Closed.” He kicked off his shoes and sank into his chair with a groan. Multiple enigmatic sketches fluttered from beneath various paperweights. A crystal skull decanter of whisky indicated his current presence of mind. He drained a second glass, toying morosely with the clod of ice left in its wake. “Eclipsis will be my testimony. But… how to strike the balance…?”
Removing a paperweight, Elias glanced over his staff sketch. The design was quite elaborate by now, and he threw it into the trash with a deprecatory grunt. “That’s too much. As vain as it may sound, I need to be the focus, not what I’m carrying in my hands.” He grabbed another blank sheet of paper and commenced further scribbling.
“That’s better.” Satisfied, Elias leaned back in his chair and absently gnawed the end of his pen. “Now for the centerpiece.” He applied pen to paper with confident, broad strokes, then paused mid-stroke to grab his tablet. “It’s late, but she might still be up.”
I’m sorry I’ve been so busy tonight, Ean. How did the race go? Although TerraWiki’s news forums would have been more than adequate to answer his question, he’d waited to hear the news from Ean herself.
The skeleman resumed his drawings.
A gentle chime signified her reply. The text of her message was projected above the tablet in glittering white font. Hey, Elias! I thought you would be logged off by now. I WON!!!
Eli’s dark eyes beamed as he relayed his response. I had my suspicions. If you’d lost, you’d have contacted me to complain by now. He chuckled, expecting an indignant reply.
Screw that, I’m complaining anyway. I don’t know if you’ve ever streamed one of my races, but Lurid always cuts me off, and he did it again! That bastard deserved to be knocked down a peg or two. I guess Piragor is my true rival, technically speaking, but at least he’s a gentleman about it.
Elias set his pen aside, resting his mandible in his hands. I must confess that I miss you dreadfully. Where are you right now?
The afterparty at SkyRate Tower. It’s still going pretty strong. Want to swing by?
He glanced at the time. Sure, I’ll stop by for an hour.
OK! I’m so glad you’re coming. It doesn’t seem like a true victory without you here.
Elias hesitated, then shared the concern that had been tugging at his mind. It’s not a big deal, Ean, but you should probably know that my friend Cyrus caught me with your SkyRate application image. He’s a great guy, but he’s chatty, you know? Don’t be too shocked if you see our names plastered all over the TerraWiki gossip threads soon.
No worries, Eli. I figured that would happen. I’m dating a seriously hot lead singer in one of TerraDome’s top bands! Comes with the territory.
He cocked his skull and tapped a fingerbone against the edge of his desk. Do you really think I’m attractive, Ean?
A silent minute or two elapsed. Eli’s growing embarrassment dotted his frontal bone with a glossy drop of sweat. At last, her reply shimmered into view. If I told you I’m insanely attracted to you, would that make me a skelephile?
Eli’s laugh of relief rattled his chest. I guess so! But we’re all skeletons, aren’t we? Memento mori.
Ah, now I’m envisioning us rotting together in the same grave. You’ve got that classic romantic touch. What’s a girl to do?
The skeleman fumbled about in his wardrobe app. He added a sweeping steampunk coat. I’m almost out the door. Will I be forced to dance tonight?
You know the rules.
Well, I’ve got to keep up appearances. I’ll protest for just under two minutes, then give in. Agreed?
Agreed.
Elias selected his black boots. He checked his pale countenance in the hallway mirror, and headed out the door, transport gem in hand.
SkyRate Tower was massive. Levitation tracks and trick ramps looped around (and occasionally through) it, gleaming red and blue with the oft-repeated SkyRate logo. The first floor was dedicated to admissions desks, skyboard rentals, and SkyRate employees, along with a few lounge areas and cafeterias for skycraft enthusiasts. The rest of the tower staggered its floors between launch and descent platforms, skyboard design studios, commercial spaces, and party arenas for the tournaments.
Hefty speakers boomed from various corners with hard rock, grunge, or metal. The entire building, Elias privately concluded, reminded him of a colossal world-class roller coaster. That impression was heightened by the laughing, whooping figures of skyboard junkies, who utilized the tower’s tracks and ramps for hours on end.
Eli stopped at a Whisker machine for a few packs, making sure to grab magenta smokes for Ean. He approached the main desk to obtain directions. “Sixteenth floor and on your left,” the clerk replied. “It’s pretty loud, so I doubt you’ll be able to miss it. The elevators are that way.” He pointed out the appropriate direction. “Thanks,” Elias replied.
As the elevator rose, increasing anticipation caused him to shift his weight from one foot to the other. Insanely attracted to you kept echoing in his cranium. By the time the elevator doors slid open on the sixteenth floor – revealing Ean Lightcross, alone, waiting there to greet him – the skeleman’s cheekbones were aflame. “How’s the party?” he asked, trying to seem nonchalant.
“Who cares?” Ean took his hand, grinning shamelessly. “We could walk around the tower instead, if you want. There’s a 24/7 mall in the basement, and it’s freaking awesome!”
“Let’s dance first. Then we’ll go take a look at it.”
Ean darted him a coy glance. “Thought skeletons didn’t dance, Eli.”
“I like dancing with you.”
She hooked her arm through his. “What if someone takes a video of us and posts it on TerraWiki?”
“Oh! Didn’t think of that. In that case…” Eli whipped around 180 degrees and headed back to the elevator. Ean snagged him by the humerus, laughing. “Just be cool, man. Be cool.”
He chuckled, regarding her curiously. “Why do you use such archaic expressions?”
She smiled, motioning toward her outfit (which, as usual, included several retro accessories). “Because I’m nostalgic.”
They entered the party arena. “Speaking of which,” she added, raising her arms above her head and snapping her fingers, “this is a great song to dance to.” She took his hands and pulled him onto the dance floor. As they danced, Elias basked in her energy, reveling in the graceful bliss of her movements. Their mutual glances and tones waxed warmer; her touch sent a thrill down his spine.
Although startled by the rapidity with which Ean Lightcross had stolen his heart, Eli didn’t intend to waste time questioning it.
As the night advanced, avatars started logging off. “Let’s go see that mall,” Elias suggested. “You said it’s open, right?”
“Right.” Ean leaned against him and wiped away imaginary sweat. “I thought you needed to log off after an hour, though. It’s been about an hour and a half.”
“Trying to get rid of me?”
The half-elf rolled her eyes. “I don’t want to be blamed when you collapse from exhaustion, that’s all.”
“Being with you is worth it.”
Ean’s bronze-tinted lips curved into a smile. Hesitating for an instant, she began to lean closer to him, as if for a kiss. Elias trembled, drawing her in…
A pack of rowdy all-nighters interrupted them, loudly demanding for the music to be turned back on. Ean backed away. “I’m… I’m sorry,” she spluttered, face scarlet with mortification. “I forgot where we were.”
The skeleman’s eyes glittered with a diabolical mixture of affection and amusement. “Let’s go.” Emitting that low, rumbling chuckle she didn’t quite understand, Elias grasped her hand and led her into the elevator. “First floor,” he instructed it.
She glanced up at him. “No mall tonight?”
Elias shrugged. “You weren’t wrong when you admitted concern for my state of fatigue. I shouldn’t stick around much longer. I’ll fly home with you, though. Got your skyboard?”
“Oh, yeah! I finally have one of my own, thanks to my win.” With a flick of her wrist, she opened her inventory and pointed to the miniature ruby and amethyst-tinted skyboard, ready to magnify on command. “You’ll have to rent one, though.”
“That’s not a problem.”
“Seriously, you don’t have to. My apartment is a short flight from here, maybe two minutes tops. You should log off and go to sleep.”
“I’ll enjoy it. I don’t fly half so often as I’d like to; I don’t have the time.”
The elevator doors opened, and they stepped out together. “In that case, want to make a bet who can get there first?” Ean queried mischievously.
Elias adopted one of her favored expressions: “Damn straight.”




chapter six: in the flaming pentacle
In the weeks that followed, Ean and Eli’s communication apps were bombarded with innumerable messages between them. However, they saw little of one another. Elias was incredibly busy. Ean, being less so, had abundant time to pause and reflect on their accelerating relationship. A certain TerraWiki gossip column (sprinkled with images of the two of them dancing) doubled her doubts, as it included the accusation that Ean Lightcross was trying to bolster her own fame by dating someone famous.
As Ean’s will battled against her inclination, her messages to Elias were sporadically warm or distant. Elias, rather to her surprise, had been all-forgiving. He never offered a word of remonstrance or complaint. A few weeks later, Hexadecimal relayed the following message from him:
“If you could spare an hour or two this evening, meet me in the TerraDome studios at ten. I’ve been working on something special. Studio 13.”
Ean nodded to Hex. “Tell him I’ll be there. Ask if I need a room key or something to get in.”
“Understood.” A few minutes elapsed as Ean got dressed and fixed her hair. The Holopal added, “Elias says he won’t lock it. You can just walk in when you arrive.”
“OK. You don’t mind if I leave you here, do you? The studios aren’t far, and I’ll be with Elias. I can’t possibly get lost.”
“I’ll be content, Ean-san. Shall I review the latest information on TerraWiki regarding Ophidious the Tormented? I will send you a summary.”
“Oh, yeah. Thanks. That would be helpful.” As if I’ll ever get around to defeating him. I’ve forgotten about him completely. Ean scowled at herself in the mirror. “Get a grip, Lightcross. Don’t let romantic nonsense crowd out everything else. You still have goals, you know!”
“Have a nice evening, Ean-san.”
“You too, Hexy.”
An array of turbulent red and navy planets circulated overhead, framed by blinking stars. A blue shooting star traced the horizon. The half-elf traveled at a leisurely pace, trying to convince herself that her heart wasn’t pounding. Elias must be working on a song - most likely for his Eclipsis concert - and he wanted her opinion about it.
That’s all, right?
Unbidden, the memory of their first date intruded upon her thoughts: his strange, deep laughter, and the way he’d touched his forehead to hers while he held her. “You don’t know what you just did.”
What had he meant by that? She could still feel the force of his stare, his eyes holding her gaze captive with devilish intensity.
As Ean passed the Dome studios, music pulsed from one room after another. She recognized the authoritative riffs of “March of Mephisto”
increasing from Studio 13. Ean’s heart skipped a beat. She extended her hand and turned the doorknob.
The insulated room was dimmed by thick, black drapes. Elias Mage towered behind a metallic black-and-gold pentacle on the microphone stand. He lifted his skeletal hand to trace it, murmuring the Latin phrases of the song’s introduction. Ean’s focus drifted to his outfit: pure black, with the sole exception of a floor-length, flowing scarlet coat. A gold ring glinted from his right forefinger, set with rubies in the shape of a double cross.
The skeleman’s ghostlike aspect glowed in the light of numberless candles. Some flickered from tall silver stands, and some were gathered in golden-red clusters on the ebony floor. The flames’ trembling smoke framed Elias, touching his deathly face, curling over his shoulders, and trickling over his shoes in a scented fog of crushed roses and vanilla.
His black eyelids were closed as the track leapt into a surge of guitar and drums. The artificer mage raised his hands to drop the red hood that covered his skull. His midnight eyes opened, shining masterfully into Ean’s.
He sang.
The elegant, meticulous power of his voice engulfed Ean in a rush of sensations. Eli’s fingers brushed her cheek. Enchanted, she hid a gentle smile behind her guarding hand. Delving into the chorus, Elias seized the stand with both hands, leaning over it, vested confidence flowing from every melodious word. The studio’s mirrors depicted a white phantom on the verge of possessing his enraptured prey.
Elias detached the microphone, circling Ean throughout the second verse. Glancing downward to catch her breath, Ean noticed that the candles immediately framing them were arranged in a large, sweeping pentacle. Intrigue sparkled in her ice-blue eyes. How interesting.
Her haunted face thrilled Elias. Breaking his commanding stare, the skeleman returned to the stand with powerful strides, the red folds of his coat billowing like a cape. He reached for her as he sang. The bones of his hand reflected consuming firelight. As his voice embraced the bridge in melting tones, the skeleton returned to her. He stood inches from Ean, holding very still… waiting for her answer to the question brimming in his eyes.
She closed the distance.
Elias breathed a low sigh of pleasure from her impassioned kiss. His hand caressed her hair, then braced her lower back. Ean grasped his lapel to pull him closer. She felt his empty chest heave as he leaned over her, then lifted her into his arms. Their embrace, far more ardent than Eli had dared to hope, continued throughout the instrumental solo.
Brought back to earth by the mounting score, Elias broke away, lowering her to the ground. Breathing hard – struggling to regain control – he walked steadily backward, beckoning her to follow him to the center of the pentacle.
He extended the microphone toward her. Ean’s hand touched his as they both held it. They chanted the final chorus as one, with neither their voices nor their locked gazes once faltering. Eli’s countenance shone ablaze as they paced one another in a slow, steady circle, each raising a hand to the ceiling. The fire of the candlelit pentacle fluttered and magnified, its golden flames darkening until they were blood-red.
The microphone fell with a ringing thud.
***
“So, are you going to tell me what book of black magic that came from?”
“Hmm?” Elias ceased trailing his fingers along Ean’s back. “I don’t know what you mean.”
The half-elf smiled and kissed him. “That spell you cast on me. You didn’t mention you happen to be a sorcerer, too.”
The skeleman chuckled, fingering a lock of her tussled hair. “I merely studied you, as any intelligent suitor would. Music resonates with you like nothing else does... besides skycraft. And one can do almost anything with the TerraDome programs, so voila.”
Ean snuggled up to him. “You know, it’s odd. I didn’t think twice about this. Even now, it doesn’t seem weird at all.” She explored his ribcage inquisitively, grinning as her touch elicited a shudder of pleasure from him.
“Yes, it appears we’ll have to officially coin the term ‘skelephile.’”
Ean frowned, pretending to be insulted. “You’re not nervous that I’m just after you for your good looks, are you?”
“Nervous? Me?” He laughed again. “Perfect love casts out fear. Know what I mean?” Elias tilted her chin upward for another kiss.
It was well past midnight. The couple relaxed in Eli’s bedroom, which was a pleasant surprise for Ean in deference to cleanliness and detail. The walls were a sober silver-gray, and the bedding, wardrobe, etc. were black. Plentiful accents of red creeping vines, a peaceful water fountain, and scattered volumes on various technical subjects invoked an aura of warm, comfortable mystery.
“I’m glad you liked my performance,” mentioned Elias. “I couldn’t wait any longer, though it could have done with some tweaking and more visual enhancements. Unfortunately,” stroking his finger along her clavicle, “I seem to be in short supply of patience where Ean Lightcross is concerned.”
“Can’t say I’m likely to complain.” Ean toyed with his ruby ring, putting on her own finger, then returning it to his.
“Well, you did almost throw me off.” Elias adopted an accusatory tone. “You weren’t supposed to kiss me like that. Where were your manners?”
Ean scuffed his skull with the palm of her hand, laughing. “You scoundrel! You were just standing there, staring down at me, and singing like a male siren. You know exactly what you were doing, sir.”
“Maybe.” Eli reached over to his nightstand and lit an ebony smoke. The scent of dusky spices and crisp autumnal bonfires wafted into the room. “You’ll never be able to prove it, Sherlock Holmes. At any rate, I deserve an award for getting through the whole song.”
“Ha! As if. Shyness certainly wasn’t your problem.”
Chuckling, Elias leaned in close to cradle the side of her face. His voice dropped to a whisper. “I almost had you on the floor the second you stepped inside. Have I mentioned how beautiful you are?”
Ean’s ears glowed. “Not in words, perhaps… Pity that I’m not really this good-looking.”
Elias chatted his gleaming teeth, lifting his bony shoulders in a shrug. “Pity that I’m not, either.” Ean giggled and stole his smoke for a minute, relishing the flawless relaxation that settled over her. “Well, I don’t imagine I’ll be able to go back to my standoffish ways,” she remarked teasingly. “You wouldn’t let me.”
“That is correct.”
“We shall shock the world of VR with the passion of our love.”
Eli propped up his skull with his hand. “Tell on, dear.”
“We will probably get carded for PDA…”
“Looking forward.”
“And we might get flagged as the most cringey cyber couple ever to be endured.”
“I shall wear my disgrace as a badge of honor.”
Ean glared at him. “You have to promise me one thing.”
“I’m all ears.”
“You cannot sing to me like that in public. I can’t answer for the consequences; I’ll be put right out of my head.”
“How very interesting.” His mien sparkled dangerously, and he positioned himself to graze her neck with his teeth. Ean restrained him at arm’s length. “Promise me, now! I’m not joking.”
“Very well.” Elias held her hand. “But you need to promise me something in return.”
“Ah! Pray tell.”
“While we’re in public, don’t ever do that thing you did to my chest.”
Ean tilted her head, falsifying ignorance. “What thing?’
“You
know what thing!”
“Ooooooh, this thing?” Ean deliberately stroked her fingertips along his ribs, utilizing a particularly subtle, featherlike touch. She could feel a tremor vibrate through his frame. “Yes, that thing,” he remarked. His cheekbones burned, and suddenly he was on top of her, holding her down by her wrists. He leaned in close to murmur in her ear, “Phantom pleasure is no joke, Ean.”




chapter seven: the firestone guild
Elias growled and snapped his teeth. The conglomeration of zombies before him slowed their pace, confused. The skeleman’s eyes gleamed diabolically as he leveled his flaming sword at them.
“Ricobyurn.”
A circle of the grasping, writhing undead burst into flames. Laughing, Cyrus leapt into the mob. “Nice going, man!” he shouted, caving a zombie’s face in with the swing of his mechanical fist. Mallie kept close at his heels, healing spells at the ready, while Byron fought nearby.
“No problem.” Elias sliced through the frantic mass with graceful ease. Byron trailed after him, hacking apart any undead creature that yet moved; there wasn’t much for him to target. “Come on, Eli, I’m getting bored back here. Let me take over for a while, yeah?”
“Certainly.” The artificer mage stepped aside, allowing Byron to take the lead. It is pretty boring back here, he realized as he half-heartedly picked off the stragglers. Left with ample room for imagination, his thoughts floated back to Ean, as they did all too often these days.
“Whoa, Eli! Look out!”
Elias hadn’t noticed the zombie lurking behind him. He snapped around to face it, but he was too late. The monster seized onto his humerus and bit down. “Damn it!” the skeleman bellowed, hacking at the zombie with his sword. Byron ran to his rescue, beating it aside with his mace, and examining the bitemark closely. “Mallie!”
“I’m coming!” The woodland pixie flittered over the motionless piles of their enemies. Fetching a cupped blossom from her inventory, she tipped its curled petals over the bitemark and watched the aqueous drop fall. “You may not be yourself for a while, so we’ll need to keep an eye on you. But the effects should be reduced.”
“I’ll be fine.” In truth, Elias could already feel a mindless lassitude seeping into his marrow. “Are we done here?”
Cyrus nodded, knocking Eli on the shoulder blade. “Yeah. Thanks, buddy. If you ever want to join us officially, just say the word!” The cyborg paused to admire Eli’s sword, Sacrimony. “How do you find the time to train, anyway? I had no idea your combat level was so high.”
Elias chuckled, swaying a bit. “Optimization is key, my good sir. I don’t pussyfoot with TerraWorks; I’d never be able to leave Helios unguarded.”
“Pussyfoot?” Cyrus and his friends laughed. “You sure you’re all right, Elias?”
The skeleman blinked, eyes glazing over with a grayish film. “Never better,” he drawled, tossing Sacrimony into the air (and almost dropping it). Mallie seized his arm and drew him aside while Cyrus snickered. “You need to rest, Elias. The venom is kicking in.”
“I’m fine¸ Mallie.”
“No, you’re not. Cyrus, we should make sure he gets home.”
“OK, let’s go.” Cyrus stood alongside Eli and propped him up. “Now, just one foot in front of the other, there’s a good lad. Hey, Byron?”
Byron glanced up from sorting his gem case. “Yeah?”
“Think you could beam us to Helios City from here?”
Byron winced, glancing at the map his Holopal projected. “We can make it, but it’s going to be a major drain on my transport gems.”
“Byron, we didn’t bring a gem mage on board so he could hoard them. They’re meant to be used, remember?”
“You wouldn’t be so flippant if you had to restore them,” Byron muttered beneath his breath. “What was that, now?” Cyrus asked, raising an eyebrow.
“Nothing.” Byron fished through his jewels until he pulled out a few emeralds. He evaluated every shining facet with a jealous eye, sighing, then submitted to the cyborg’s glare. “OK, everybody stand still. It’ll drain them twice as fast if anybody’s wiggling around.”
“Well, fuck. I was just seized with the burning desire to dance a jig.” Elias crossed his arms and kicked his feet. Cyrus, spent with laughter, nearly collapsed too, and Byron rushed to seize and subdue them both with a hearty shake. “Gods! Would you two quit messing around? Do you know how long it takes to restore transport gems?”
Cyrus nudged him aside. “Calm the heck down, would ya? We’ll be good, won’t we, Elias?”
Eli’s jaws parted in a wide yawn. “Good as gold.”
Byron longed to add further admonishment, but the atmosphere around them glowed green. “Now keep still,” the gem mage hissed. The Firestone Guild was frozen into obedience. For a moment or two, everything around them solidified into a deep forest green. Eventually, the verdant tinge lifted, and the scent of roses and honey revealed the blossoming countryside of Helios.
“Somewhat off the mark, but close enough.” Pleased, Byron consulted his jewel box, and uttered an exclamation of delight when he saw his precious emeralds retaining a little sparkle. “Everybody here?” he asked, turning to face the rest of the guild.
Thump.
Elias lay motionless in the clovered grass, jaws agape, and snoring hard.
***
“Elias?”
The skeleman was vaguely aware of a soft fabric being applied to his arm. “Ean?” he muttered, struggling to force his heavy eyelids open.
Instead of Ean’s warm, lyrical mirth, Mallie’s childlike giggle accosted him. “I think that just about confirms the TerraWiki gossip. You’re dating Ean Lightcross, aren’t you?”
“Of course not. Who says so?” Grunting, Elias rubbed his bleary eyes and sat up. “What happened? Why am I back at my workshop?” He was stretched across the couch in the back of the room.
“You were bitten. There’s no mortal danger – since skeletons can’t be zombified – but you acted a mite drunk, and then you passed out.”
“… Oh.”
“Actually, it was pretty funny. Could you do it again?”
Eli fired a derisive glare, causing her to giggle some more. “Where’s everybody else?” he added, realizing that she sat alone at his elbow.
Mallie shrugged her petite shoulders. “They’re restocking in the city. I didn’t really need anything, so I said I’d wait here with you until you woke up.”
“No need. I can take care of myself.” Elias wobbled off the couch and strode across the room for his tablet, stumbling once or twice. Mallie huffed and crossed her arms. “Gee, a ‘thank you’ would have been nice.”
“Thank you, Mallie, but you can rejoin your comrades. I’m all right now.”
“We’re supposed to look after each other. That’s what joining a guild is for, you know?”
“I’m not part of your guild.” Eli removed the cloth over his arm and studied the toothmarks curiously. “How interesting.”
 “Well, you could be. I happen to know that Cyrus is practically ready to get down on his knees and beg. Skeletal avatars aren’t always ideal (no offense!), but you’re indispensable against the undead.”
“Oh? Much obliged.”
“Seriously, I’m a little jealous. I’ve got a great position as the company healer, of course, but I just adore watching you and Cyrus fight! If only I could absorb a smidgen of your powers.” Mallie gleefully swooped an imaginary sword through the air, then threw a punch à la Cyrus the Cyborg. “Anyway, you should keep your eyes peeled for an official invite in a couple of days. I have good reason to think you’ll be getting one.”
“As I said, I’m much obliged to you and Cyrus. But I won’t be joining any guilds. I have far too much on my plate already.” Elias swapped his tablet for a handful of sketches and proceeded to sift through them. Mallie gasped and posed dramatically. “You’ll break the poor cyborg’s heart, Elias! What’s keeping you so busy? Your artificer work?” She stood up and tried to peep around him to see his drawings, but Eli swept them out of sight. “Partially. But I’m also finishing the plans for Eclipsis, and I’ll need to practice for it as well.”
“Eclipsis?” Mallie looked temporarily confused, then she snapped her fingers. “Oh, yeah! That’s the title of your October concert. Oh my gods, I can’t wait!”
“I’m afraid you’ll have to.” Elias coolly tilted his skull in the direction of the front door. “If you don’t mind, Mallie, I really do have to catch up on some work here. I’ll see you later, OK?”
Mallie’s pink lips melted into a pout, but she meekly skipped to the door. “OK. I hope you’re back to your energetic, sober old self. Good luck with Eclipsis!”
“Thank you.”
Elias locked the door behind her with a relieved sigh. Snatching up his tablet, he eagerly scanned his missed messages. “An order… another order… special thanks for last week’s shield infusion. Hmm, it appears even an orc can have manners. I appreciate that.” He scrolled further down. “A fan letter. Another fan letter. I should try to answer some of these. Ah-ha!” Ean’s avatar symbol popped into view. Elias tapped it to read her message.
Hey, Eli! Despite my dread of sounding clingy, I just wanted to say that I miss you. I know you’ll have your hands full in the Undead Campaign with the Firestone Guild, so I’ll try not to distract you. Tell Mallie I said hi!
The skeleman’s eyes smiled as he touched the microphone icon to speak his reply. It’s been an interesting day. Mallie will have a very amusing tale to tell, next time you guys meet.
Settling into his oversized chair, Elias swiped through his apps to find his music folder for Eclipsis. He studied a few song sheets before switching to the TerraDome app. His finger rapidly selected Design, Options, Stage Level 1, then Front and Center. A facsimile of the Dome’s stage appeared above the screen. From the middle of its reflective ebony flooring rose an immense gold-and-black throne.
Eli began to fiddle with various designs and shades, adding and removing several details. Happily absorbed, he jumped when the tablet surprised him with Ean’s answer. I’m a sucker for amusing tales. Why don’t you tell me yourself?
Trust me. This one has to be delivered by somebody with a sense of humor.
You have a sense of humor, Eli! It’s just very… subtle.
Elias cackled at her rejoinder. That’s adorable. What are you up to now?
I’m training at SkyRate Tower. I still can’t believe my name is in the list for the Tournament of Champions! My arms are sore from pinching them. How many zombies did you decimate today?
I didn’t keep count. One of them got me, though. I’m not completely back to normal yet.
Gods, Elias! Mallie was there, right? Did she heal you?
Yes, I’m fine. I’m just a little groggy right now.
Oh, right. I forgot that skeletons are immune to zombification. You scared me for a minute there!
Elias stared at the white font floating in the air, fighting an increasing need to have her in his arms. I’ve been stricken by a venom far more potent, Lightcross. I don’t think there’s an antidote.
Ean took a few minutes to reply, but it wracked Elias with mirth. Bite me!
***
Ean powered down and dismounted with a tired sigh. She flicked her wrist to open her inventory and deposit her skyboard into it. Her feet dragged as she walked down the hallways, indifferently lighting a magenta smoke with the vague hope that it would revive her. “Well, I’m beyond exhausted. I wanted to fly out and visit Elias, but I don’t have the strength. I’d crash and wake up with 1 HP.” Sighing again, she stopped at a viewing balcony and flicked her cigarette into a tray. “Of
course, I’d start dating somebody before the Grand Championship tournament. Why wouldn’t I make my life as difficult as possible?”
Her skeleman’s calm baritone stole into her monologue. “Life is more interesting when it’s a challenge, isn’t it?”
She turned in the voice’s direction, her face brightening. “Eli?”
Elias Mage leaned in the corner behind her, arms crossed. Flushed with delight, Ean wrapped her arms around him. “I’m so glad you’re here! How did you sneak up on me like that?”
“I’ve got more than a few tricks up my proverbial sleeve.” Elias emitted her favorite warm, diabolical chuckle. As his arms embraced her in return, she noticed the fresh toothmarks on his humerus. “Poor Elias! Will it go away?” She kissed it tenderly, causing him to blush.
“I doubt it. I could probably buff them out, but I think I like them. It’s like having a wicked scar after a shark attack. Know what I mean?” Elias flexed, provoking her laughter. “Well, maybe it does add to your general vibes of badassery. TerraWiki will eat that up faster than a dog at breakfast.”
“Badassery?” Eli cocked his skull.
“Oh, sorry. It’s old slang. Calling someone a badass means they’re super cool.”
“Ah.” Elias leaned his arm across her shoulders, and the couple headed for the elevator. “Mind if I crash at your apartment before we log off?”
“Will you sing me to sleep?”
“Yes, my dear.”
“Will you… pet my back?”
“Yes.”
“Will you brush my hair?”
“Now, that’s pushing it. You have a lot of hair.”
“Will you brew me some tea?”
“Hex can do that. Since when did you become so high-maintenance?”
“Oh, I can be quite pathetic. You’ve no idea.”
“I’ve got some idea now, it seems.” The elevator light illuminated, and the two stepped inside.
“I’ll make it worth your while.” Ean touched his ribcage. “Not here!” Elias protested, grasping her hand and guiding it away from him.
“Why not here?”
Elias laughingly tussled with her for a minute, at length submitting as her lips met his jaws. “Gods, I adore you,” he whispered.




chapter eight: ean’s reckoning
“Our readers would be sorely out of touch not to be familiar with the TerraDome’s heavy metal band, Spectral Tyrants, and their lead singer Elias Jacoby Mage. Furthermore, they’ve likely been logged out altogether for the past month if they haven’t heard the rumors surrounding that lyrical phantom and the TerraWorks City Tournament winner, Ean Lightcross.”
“The progressively famous couple has been spotted at multiple social occasions, allegedly dancing or conversing in a manner denoting intimacy. Nevertheless, they’ve proven successful at giving our HI crew the slip. Until now, we had nothing to go on but the TerraWiki gossip columnists, which we must agree is not reassuring. Therefore, we call upon you to rejoice, fair readers! At long last, we can give our romantic fans tidings of great joy. We present attached the first bona fide holographic image of Elias and Ean. An anonymous member of our crew captured the tender image of the couple sharing a private, star-struck kiss, as the elevator doors in SkyRate Tower opened to reveal their love. It’s official, ladies: Elias Mage is spoken for. But how long will it last? And what are Ean’s true motives? Alas, these questions can only be answered with time.”
Ean wrinkled her nose, further venting her feelings with a derisive growl. “OK, first of all, who writes
like that anymore? Their phraseology is positively archaic. It’s growing mold.”
Hex’s voice answered soothingly. “I agree with you.”
“Second of all,” she paced angrily around her apartment, “what did I ever do to all these gods-forsaken journalists, anyway? ‘What are Ean’s true motives?’ Do people just not know how to fall in love anymore? It happens! Some of us don’t have motives!”
“There, I must beg to differ, Ean-san. The current statistics of dating and marriage in TerraWorks clearly indicate that most couples unite in order to realize a common goal, or to share inventory and/or property.”
Ean raised her hand to cut him off. “I know all about that, Hexy. I’m not trying to say we’re so madly in love that VR marriage has occurred to either of us.”
Has it? Ean froze. He’s been kind of cagey lately, always telling me he’s busy with this or that project. What if he’s planning to…?
When TerraWorks avatars got married (usually for the unromantic benefits Hex so aptly described), it was typically done in a quick, pre-packaged ceremony, complete with a standard one-week “honeymoon.” The process of divorcing was just as rapid and simple. Precious few players took VR marriages seriously. Conversely, some of the more high-profile avatars made quite a show out of their proposals. Others would order or even design customized, elaborate ceremony stages and honeymoons. Game masters were most notorious for going the extra mile.
Is it possible that Elias is… going to propose?
Ean ceased pacing to glower at her reflection. Her burning face, icy eyes, and slanted brows reminded her that she was nothing more than a common half-elf, who had beaten her rival Piragor by the merest stroke of luck. She had knelt into the aerodynamic position a few seconds before he did. Lightcross would have thrown herself over the finish line if that would have done it, but dismounting before crossing the finish line would have disqualified her. She’d have returned to her apartment with 1 HP and the disgrace of shame to crown her.
Well, at least you don’t have to think about that anymore. “Hexy,” Ean pleaded, tugging at a lock of her hair, “can you calculate the probability that Elias Mage might… maybe… propose?”
“To whom?”
Ean gave a short, sarcastic laugh. “Gee, thanks, buddy. Nevermind.”
“As you wish.”
Ashamed and a little shocked by her own forwardness, Ean distracted herself by sorting through her wardrobe app and trying on different outfits. That irritating article still lingered next to Hex’s image. True enough, attached at the bottom of the pulsing white text was the damning evidence itself: The covert HI of Ean and Elias in SkyRate Tower. She suffered from an undeniable need to download it and keep it forever. “Save that image for me, Hex.”
“Yes, Ean-san.”
She emerged refreshed in a long burgundy robe, prepared to relax before she logged off for the night. “Fix me some milk tea, please. Oh, and could you project that HI above my kotatsu?”
“With pleasure.”
Powered on by Hex, her garnet teapot automatically refilled and heated. Ean poured herself a cup and sipped with luxuriant enjoyment. “Wow, I really needed this. Want to join me, Hexy?”
“I thought you’d never ask, my lady.” A full-scale projection of Hexadecimal sat across from her, holding his own cup of steaming tea. “And here is the holographic image you requested.” The Holopal had already enlarged and enhanced it. Ean sat forward eagerly, committing every possible detail to memory.
A blueish light tinted the scene. The chrome doors of the elevator were slightly blurred, obviously in the act of retracting when the HI was taken. Behind the doors, Elias grasped the safety rail with one pearl-white hand, resting his other hand on her waist. Ean was leaning against him, hands curled against his chest, red lips brushing his ivory jaws. Their eyes were closed, oblivious that the elevator doors were open. Indeed, they were the sublime picture of blissful lovers. “You’re blushing again,” Hexadecimal remarked. “I take it things are proceeding well for you and Elias?”
Ean looked into her Holopal’s peaceful Asian eyes. Although artificially rendered, they held a remarkable power to bestow tranquility. “Yes. Things are going extremely well. I’m so happy that I feel ridiculous, like the whole universe of TerraWorks must be laughing into their sleeves at me. What sort of feeling would you call that?”
“According to my vast programming in human history, I’d call it love.”
***
Meanwhile, Elias nodded over a pile of crumpled sketches. “Brilliant. Inspirational. Perfection itself, that’s what it is.” He congratulated himself with a dark, ruthless chuckle, and… proceeded to inject zombie venom into the site of the deepest toothmark.
He’d found the effects of the venom to be fascinatingly liberating. Normally – both within TerraWorks and in real life – he felt caged and isolated by the constructs of society, whether imaginary or otherwise. He struggled to balance reality with VR life, day in and day out, earning fair currency and optimizing his reputation(s)… but for what, exactly? What was the point?
Memento mori.
Well, his fame would live on long after he was dead. At least that was something. To that end, Eclipsis would be his treasured epitome, his immortal statement to all the world that Elias J. Mage would not be outdone. His voice was good enough, but that alone wouldn’t take him far. His showmanship, his artistry, and his sheer ingenuity would be the tools to grant him a legendary position in TerraWorks.
That strange, giddy lethargy settled into his bones once more. He felt light and comfortable, but not to the point of outright fatigue. Elias felt certain that he’d administered the correct amount. He stumbled across his workshop to the couch and threw himself onto it. “Yes, I think this will do very nicely.” He hummed a quiet little tune, carelessly flexing his boney hand and admiring his golden ring as it caught the light.
A page he’d studied from the Magical Properties of Gold floated through his skull. “Gold is remarkably susceptible to infusions, but never more so than in plated or foil form. In both states, the daintiness of this precious metal can absorb powerful incantations, while retaining the flexibility to administer them with the utmost delicacy and direct refinement…”
“Hmm.” It was an extravagant idea, but no other avatar had done it before. “Perfect!” Elias shouted to no one. The skeleman tumbled off the couch in his enthusiasm. “Jot this one down, Eli. Eclipsis rises before you!”
Crawling to his desk, he reached up to snatch one of his drawings, turned it face-down, and started sketching furiously on the back. “You don’t know what you’ve done, Ean. But I’ll make you see it! You’ll understand! I know you will.”
Elias panted with eagerness as he completed one design after another, slapping them down triumphantly into one disconcerted heap. Once this task was completed, he scrambled to his knees and unsheathed his sword. With it, he gave his designs a solemn salute. “I dub thee the Testament of Eli, the righteous forest of my love, the tree of my confidence, and the seed of my deepest fear. Amen!” Having uttered these inscrutable ravings, Elias collapsed on the floor, laughing loudly.
***
The following evening, Elias snapped his fingers to get the band’s attention. “All right, boys, settle down. We’ve got a long night ahead of us.”
Oleon groaned, looking up from snaring Travis into a brotherly headlock. “It’s our first meeting since Ghostfire. Can’t we at least stop at the Pulse first? Order some liquid courage, you know?”
Eli shook his skull. “We can’t be drunk for this, Ollie. Travis! Put them down.”
Sindaya took her drumsticks from Travis, sat on the stool, and effortlessly wacked out a rousing beat. “I’m ready, Elias. These thugs will fall into line once we get started.”
“Where’s Kaspar?”
“On his way,” Sindaya’s Holopal piped up. “He mentioned that he would bring a case of beer and some Whiskers as consolation for his tardiness.”
Ollie and Travis cheered. The skeleman rolled his eyes. “So be it. Desmond! I need you to take a look at the TerraDome app. Did you bring your tablet?”
“Yes, sir.” Desmond tapped on the shared stage file. His eyes widened. “Damn. How long did it take you to plan this?”
“One night.”
“There’s literally no way in Hades you did this in one night.”
“I did.”
Oleon and Travis started wrestling each other again. Elias crossed his arms and darted them his best demonic glare. Desmond frowned as well. “Kindly get your bees out o’ your bonnets now, lads. Our fans will be expecting an even higher standard after Ghostfire.”
“Sorry. You’re right.” Ollie rumpled Travis’ hair in his final ploy for conquest. “What’s the big plan, Elias?’
The skeleman projected the stage file before them. “My gods,” Sindaya breathed. “That’s brilliant, Eli!”
“Thank you. Now, I suggest we start warming up.”
“I still don’t understand why you use a tablet, though. Why not trade it in for a Holopal?”
The studio door burst open. Kaspar scurried inside. “Sorry, Elias. I’m here!” He opened his inventory, proudly depositing a small ice chest. “And I’ve brought some goodies.”
“Thanks. Let’s go!”
Sindaya and Travis led off. Oleon joined in on the bass, then Kaspar on the keyboard. Elias rolled his shoulders, then swayed to the rhythm, a fiendish enjoyment igniting his countenance. Raising his hands, he began the symphonic metal lyrics of “Poetic Justice.”
“A vibrant persecution,
Trite debt I cannot pay.
‘Nevermore,’ the raven’s cry;
Signify the End of Days.
Icy stillness, seizing fast,
Preserve me so I’ll smile!
The Reaper’s footfall echoes past,
My captured soul beguiled.”
Midway through, Sindaya waxed a mite too enthusiastic. One of her drumsticks flew straight out of her hand. “Sorry!” she yelled over the music, ducking down in shame as Elias levelled another scowl. Thankfully, the rest of the song was successful, and the skeleman nodded. “We’re a little stiff, but not as bad as I feared we’d be. Shall we continue?”
“I vote for a beer break first!” Travis insisted, shaking his long black hair out of his face. “Honest to the gods, I play better when I’m relaxed.”
Elias surprised them by shrugging, walking to the ice chest, and cracking open a beer. He crushed the empty can against his skull as the Spectral Tyrants cheered and executed mock bows before him. “You’re as moody as a cat this evening,” Sindaya smiled. “Don’t suppose your new girlfriend has anything to do with it?”
“Have no idea who you’re talking about.”
“Emmy Lightcross?”
Eli’s tone was a touch miffed. “Ean. Ean Lightcross.”
Sindaya winked at Travis, and the five of them leaned in close to sing “Eeeeaaaannn!” before commencing an old love ballad, snapping to the beat. Incensed, Elias rushed them like a bull in a ring. They scattered laughingly. “So, you’ve all been gearing up to tease me, eh?”
“Hey, man, you asked for it.” Oleon snorted. “You’ve mocked VR dating countless times. Now that you’ve proven your god-like sensibility to be every bit as human as ours, you’ll have to stand for a little ribbing. No pun intended,” he added, elbowing Eli in the ribcage.
 “We’re getting distracted here,” Elias answered, planting a skeletal hand on Oleon’s scalp to push him aside. “We’re not here to discuss my love life, which I may or may not have. Let’s run through ‘Illusory’
next.”
Sindaya pouted. “Won’t you at least tell us how you two met? This could be the greatest love story in TerraWorks since Xander and Syren.”
“I’ll leave that to your superior imagination.”
Eli’s tablet chose that auspicious moment to ring with a message receipt notification. The Lightcross avatar symbol was projected into the atmosphere. “Let’s get to work,” Elias firmly stated, picking up the tablet and shutting it off. “In fact, all of you need to silence your devices. No Holopals, either. Put them in sleep mode.”
Desmond shook his forefinger in warning. “Never keep a woman waiting, Elias. Tale as old as time itself.”
“I’m the lead singer of the Spectral Tyrants, and we have a concert to finalize. She’s going to wait.”
“Ooooh, touchy!”
“Just felt a chill go down my spine.”
“Anybody got a pickaxe to break that ice?”
Elias growled. “Shut it.”




chapter nine: ean’s reckoning, part two
Ean opened her eyes to the familiar scent of milk tea. She had programmed Hexadecimal to brew it for her as soon as she logged in, and the comforting aroma wrapped around her like a warm embrace. “Any messages for me?” she asked, approaching Hex at the charging station.
“Good evening, Ean-san. No messages.”
“None at all? That’s odd.” Ean frowned. Her gaze instinctively skimmed the projection of herself and Elias in the SkyRate elevator, which still floated above her kotatsu. Hex seemed to read her thoughts. “Elias Jacoby Mage is a high-profile avatar. The daily volume of orders and correspondence alone conflicts with his practical work as an artificer mage. In addition, his upcoming performance in October is-“
“Yeah, I get the picture.” Sighing, the half-elf finished her tea and stared morosely at the lifelike details in the bottom of her teacup. “I guess I have two options tonight,” she added. “I could train at SkyRate Tower again (which is what I should be doing), or I could take out some of my frustration and impatience on Ophidious.” Ean laughed at the thought. “In all seriousness, though, I could train with Necrowave instead. He’s been so neglected lately that I fancy he’s lost some of his color.”
“If that is the route you choose, I would recommend a focus session. You are badly out of practice, and you may be injured if you enter battle right away.”
Ean chuckled at her Holopal’s cynicism. “You never were one to spare my feelings, Hexy. Can you start a session now?”
“Yes, Ean-san.”
The scarlet focus session alert hovered in the center of Ean’s apartment. Her rooms faded to black, and a crimson grid showed her the dimensions of the arena. Ean’s ornate silver earpiece relayed the system’s session prompts. Welcome to Focus Session Five. We will begin by testing your defensive maneuvers before proceeding to assess your attack. Please assume a defensive position.
Ean braced herself and held Necrowave to one side. The system will monitor your HP and adjust the session according to your aptitude. If you need a break, say “Pause.” If you wish to terminate the session, say “Exit.” Do you have any questions?
“Nope.”
Then we will begin. Good luck, Ean Lightcross.
Without warning, a blinding ball of fire magic erupted from the eastern wall. Ean dove out of its path, leaping back onto her feet to face the next attack. A second conflagration exploded from the corner. Ean whipped Necrowave backward, targeting the flaming orb, and used the hammer to knock it aside. The flames were turned red and purple from Necrowave’s mysterious tincture. The orb blazed and snapped like fireworks, then harmlessly petered out on the floor. “I forgot how fun this is!” she cried exultantly, continuing to utilize Necrowave as a deflective shield.
Difficulty level set to increase. Please confirm.
“Yeah, genius, hurry up!”
Ean dashed across the arena, lobbing fire, electric, and poison orbs left and right. Her half-elf speed and lightness played in her favor, as did her human confidence. Defense had never been much of an issue; her Achilles heel rested in offense, which she wasn’t quite so confident about… especially since her first encounter with Ophidious.
Remembering that disgraceful loss got her thinking. Elias and I still haven’t demonstrated our weapons. I wonder what his fighting style is? I see him with an enormous mace! But what would he say about Necrowave? Would he criticize it? Would he say I’m a fool for not prioritizing a long-range weapon? Loners need a long-range weapon. I know that, but…
Distracted by her ponderings, Ean missed an electric orb launching from the lefthand corner. Her body was seized in its ruthless grip. Ean yelled – more in sheer surprise than in pain, although it did hurt – and spluttered an assortment of choice curses as she watched her HP drop thirty percent. Hex’s voice admonished her from afar. “Get it together, Ean.”
“Right, right. Got it.” Ean pushed herself upright, glowering at the new challenge that was morphing into view. Ophidious the Tormented towered before her, staring hellishly with his snakish eyes, as if Ean had just found and destroyed all his offspring.
“Damn, you’re scary. Even during a focus session.” Ean resumed her defensive pose.
Ophidious, true to form, said nothing. He raised his hands and spoke the words of some gods-forsaken spell. Ean gritted her teeth, mimicking his own hiss back to him, and rushed toward him with all the speed she could muster.
***
“And that’s when I got my ass handed to me. Again.”
Elias just laughed at her, which earned him a not-so-subtle pinch on the funny bone. The skeleman jerked away. “Gods, that felt weird! Don’t do that.”
“Serves you right.” Ean sighed and extended her feet toward the crackling fireplace. “I should just stick to skyboarding. I have a natural gift for that. It’ll take me quite some time to be good enough to defeat Ophidious… and after all, somebody else will most likely beat me to it.”
Eli gazed at her, eyes brimming with midnight mischief. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d ask if you have a crush on this Ophidious fellow. Your sole references to any combat whatsoever are exclusively invested in him.”
Ean positioned her finger and thumb for a second pinching. Undaunted, Elias pinned her hands to her sides and affected to bite her ear. “It’s very ambitious to face a fay sorcerer single-handed, so I admire you for that. But I have to agree that it’s unlikely you will succeed before another player does.”
“Yeah? Why’s that?”
Elias nuzzled her ear. “Because I plan to kidnap you and keep you here with me.”
“Ha! You’d never get anything done. You might as well close up this workshop right now.”
The artificer mage shrugged. “I could take on an apprentice to run it for me, and only contact me with questions or advanced orders. I’ve thought about doing that for a while now, but… You know how I am.”
“Yes, I know. You’re something of a control freak.”
“So are you.”
“Not really; I’m too lazy. How do you figure?”
Eli’s face dropped lower to graze her collarbone. His cool, smooth hand cradled the back of her head. “You won’t join any guilds because you want to play the game in your own way. Above every other goal, your greatest determination is to control the experience. You will claim every victory you achieve beneath your own flag, and yours alone.” He turned to speak directly into her ear. “Am I right, Lightcross?”
He felt her catch her breath, frozen by his nearness. “Come again? I only heard about half of that.” She caressed his cheekbone in the palm of her hand, her ice-blue eyes glittering with affection.
“’Come again,’ she says.” Elias chuckled. “How quaint.”
“It’s part of my charm.”
Elias leaned in for a kiss, lacing their fingers together. After they parted, Ean laughingly wiped her lipstick off his jaws. “Guess I’ll have to lay off the tinted lip balm as long as we’re together.”
The skeleman heaved a blissful sigh, encaging her in his long arms. “Then you’ll be lipstick-free for a long, long time. Hope you don’t mind.”
“Is that right?”
For his answer, Elias slipped his ruby ring off his fingerbone and transferred it to her thumb. Ean stared at the tiny, cross-shaped gems, shining like the sacred blood of the moon elves. “It’s beautiful, Eli, but you know this will only ramp up the gossip around us. You really want me to wear this?”
“I think it’s time we made our relationship official. Don’t you?”
“But you hate intrusions into your personal life. And with your concert coming up…”
“Let me worry about that, Ean. Just wear it for me, please?”
“All right. But remember, when the day comes that we can’t find a single solitary place to kiss in peace – and the TerraWiki gossip fandom is swarming your workshop – and you awaken to a million messages from avatars demanding to know when the wedding shall take place – remember through all of that nonsense that I warned you, Elias Mage.”
“Bite me, Ean.”
She started to laugh, but his gaze took on a solemn intensity. “No, seriously. Bite me.”
“Um… Can I ask why?”
“Just try it. Right here.” He tapped his clavicle. “I want to know what it feels like.”
Ean hesitated. “What if I hurt you?”
“You won’t.”
“How can you be sure?”
“You won’t!”
“OK, then.” Flushing, Ean leaned into his lap and softly bit his clavicle.
“Harder,” Elias commanded, inhaling deeply. She increased the pressure until a shudder trembled through his frame. “Ah,” the skeleman breathed, his dark eyelids closed in ecstasy. “Even better than I thought.”
Ean tilted her head, witnessing his reaction with bafflement. “I suppose it makes sense that physical pleasure can get a bit… weird… with skeleton avatars. But where did you get the idea from?”
Eli’s eyes opened. “Oh, it’s much more than a mere physical pleasure, and it certainly didn’t hurt me. In fact, it helped me in a practical sense.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, I’ll explain it to you sometime. It’s a bit technical. TerraWiki lacks comprehensive information on high-level skeleton avatars, so a little experimentation is in order… paired with some desultory reading that would bore you to tears, Miss Lightcross.” His mien sparkled with contentment and cheer, but he spoke in that same inscrutable manner he’d used before.
“I’m sorry, but you’re speaking Greek again. Could you translate what you just said?”
“Put simply, then. I am the first of my kind: a customized skeletal avatar that has attained a high combat level and a high performa level. I’ve gained certain traits and subtle abilities that remain unknown to most players in TerraWorks. I’m exploring them at my own pace.”
Ean nodded. “I see. You make me feel ashamed of myself for only having two main goals in TerraWorks. Just how in the name of the Terran Pantheon do you have the time
for everything you do?”
“I make the time.” He drew Ean into his lap. “Just like I’m doing now. I’m sorry you had to wait up for me.”
Ean rested her forehead against his. “You’re worth it.”




chapter ten: enter eclipsis
“By the gods, Ean! You’re finally here!”
Mallie squeezed herself past several fans, grabbed her friend by the arm, and pulled her toward the front of the audience. “I was starting to freak out. Did you just log in?”
“Yeah. Take it easy, girl.” Ean looked intense in a gothic outfit and makeup. “You’re even more excited than I am.”
Mallie shrugged. “Well, I’m sure you were invited to all his rehearsals. I guess you wouldn’t be as thrilled in that case.”
Lightcross started to explain that no, she’d never been invited – in fact, now that Mallie mentioned it, why hadn’t she been invited? – but a rising orchestra interrupted her. “Oh my gods!” Mallie squealed above the roar of the crowd. Ean caught her breath, nervously twisting Eli’s ring around her thumb.
The virtual curtains lifted.
A daunting black-and-gold throne rose from center stage, reflecting against the smooth ebony flooring. Elias Mage lounged in it with an informal air, brandishing a tall staff in one hand. The sole cause of the audience’s collective gasp, however, was the elaborate change to his body. His entire skeletal frame, from skull to phalanges, was shining with gold. Rubies and diamonds alternated across his cranium like an embedded crown. Even his clear, dark eyes mirrored a gilt shimmer. The skeleman wore studded pants, boots, and a sweeping hooded cape, but no shirt. His golden ribcage gleamed as if it was on fire.
As everyone stared in fascination, Elias rose to his feet and soberly pointed the head of his staff toward the audience. The drums of the orchestration increased exponentially, and the crowd responded as if by enchantment. Their screams rebounded across the stadium; Ean realized that Eli’s staff was also his microphone. “How interesting,” she murmured, crossing her arms and smiling. Eli bowed his head, the bright gems in his skull glittering, patiently waiting as the crowd worked itself into a frenzy.
Gradually, the rest of the Spectral Tyrants joined Elias on stage, dressed in embellished jeans and leather jackets. A lengthy guitar instrumental ensued. As it progressed, a second set of curtains opened behind the band to reveal an animated mechanism – an enormous golden skull – that opened its mouth to expel smoke and yellow flames.
Elias waited, posing with his staff, while his dark gaze searched for Ean. Locating her at last, he felt disappointed to see her standing so calmly, arms crossed, with the struggle of admiration versus resentful longing radiating from her stiff body language. He knew she felt so far away from him… and as he shone like the king of the dead, countless avatars screamed his name.
Elias couldn’t allow this evening – their evening – to continue like that. He handed his staff to Desmond. Striding powerfully to the beat, he walked to the edge of the stage, holding Ean Lightcross captive with his eyes.
He bent, shifted his weight, and jumped off the stage.
His fans burst with exhilaration. Hands brushed against him and tugged at his cape from every direction. The skeleman continued walking as if he felt nothing at all. Ean knew damn well that he was heading straight for her. She couldn’t resist the tug of a smile lifting her lips.
Once he stood directly before her, his gilded aspect was nearly blinding. He examined her searchingly. Marking her subtle but irresistible smile, he grasped both her hands in his and initiated a kiss, right there, in front of a thousand hyperactive souls.
Ean’s elusive resistance came crashing down. She sensed an unbridled passion and vigor infusing her senses, as if Elias was pouring it into her veins. As he pulled her closer, a mock lightning storm thundered above the arena, showering them in a simulated golden rain. The half-elf felt her hair crackle with static. In that moment, she honestly thought that she (along with the entire audience) would burst with overwhelming stimuli and energy. Hot damn. He really thought of everything.
The heavy metal score was reaching its pinnacle, Eli’s cue. He broke away and brushed her chin with his forefinger. “Mmm. You look really nice tonight, Lightcross.” With that casual remark, he readjusted his rumpled cape and stalked back to the stage, regaining it with ease and receiving his staff back from Desmond.
“I tell you my tale from a thousand years ago,
Casting ‘round for the gem of great price.
Blood of gold, bought in pints, to reveal the place,
Countless sons of their race,
All but lost in war;
Did you know?
Oh, did they know?”
Deepening an octave for the chorus, Elias raised his golden fist to the lightening-infused ceiling.
“No gem, no inheritance,
No precious stone was found.
Search on in restless agony,
Fell treachery abound!
Oh, listen well, my blessed son,
And heed now what I say.
This rumored gem of boundless price
Awaits you on her wedding day.”
Elias, himself affected by the Dome’s surging energy, fell to his knees and raised his hands to the ceiling. His cape billowed across the floor. The skeleman’s god-like figure reflected in Ean’s wide, entranced eyes. The crowd’s answering rumble crashed against her ears like the distant roar of the sea. The half-elf stood unmoving, utterly unconscious of Mallie’s persistent yanks on her long black sleeve. “Did you hear me, Ean? Ean!” she shouted. Ean returned to Terra with a short gasp. “What, Mallie?”
“I said, he’s going to propose to you!”
Mallie gaped as Ean just glanced at her and vacantly replied, “How do you know?”
“What in Hades do you mean, ‘how do I know?’ Didn’t you hear the lyrics?”

“Oh. Come to think of it, yes, I suppose they’re rather suggestive.”
“You suppose? They’re rather suggestive? By the Pantheon, you’re chilly! Did you get bitten by a zombie today? This isn’t like you.”
“No. But I do feel a little bit… odd.” Ean’s stare remained chained to Elias.
“Need to sit down somewhere? Take a break?”
“I’m not leaving.”
Ean’s hands clenched into fists, and she bit her lower lip until a drop of blood spilled from it. Her body was hot and rigid. Mallie continued to tug on her sleeve, frowning with concern. She yelled over the music, “Do you need to log off? What’s going on?”
Ean wisely kept the answer to herself. Her grasp tightened until her knuckles were white and her nails pierced her palms. Ha, log off? No, Mallie. I need Elias. I need him NOW. The force of that thought resounded with such clarity that for a minute, Ean was afraid she’d screamed
it. Her chest felt tight, as if an entourage of writhing snakes were steadily constricting it. Just as she began to think she was literally losing her sanity, the song ended.
The tightness in her chest lessened. Drawing a grateful breath, Ean clutched Mallie’s shoulder to avoid collapsing on the ground. She panted, wiping away the sweat that beaded the roots of her hair. “Spectral Tyrants, indeed. What in Hades did he just do?”
“Here, this might help.” Mallie opened her inventory and scrolled through it until she withdrew a violet smoke. “I know it’s not a magenta, but it should calm you down.”
“Thanks, Mallie. You’re a good friend.” Ean lit up and exhaled in relief. “Gods, I can breathe again. You don’t suppose…?”
“Suppose what?”
The next song began. The mournful tones of a funeral bell struck twelve as Eli’s attire morphed into the clothing of the Reaper. The golden atmosphere dimmed to dark gray. “Hmm… from glistening life to the dusk of death. Great transition. He has thought of everything.”
“Yeah, you didn’t tell me your boyfriend was a literal genius. Feeling better?”
“I’m myself again, thanks.” Suddenly realizing that smoking might be against the rules, Ean covertly dropped and crushed the Whisker beneath the thick sole of her boot. “I wonder, though… Can singers imbue their songs with spellcraft?”
“I wouldn’t know. But wouldn’t that be, I don’t know, cheating?”
“Maybe. And he does hate to cheat.”
Still, Elias was a master artificer. If he didn’t infuse his songs themselves, then what could have been the cause of…
Ean’s gaze landed on the gilded staff he continued to wield for the rest of the concert. It was a unique idea to combine a majestic prop with a cordless microphone. He’d even taken especial care to thicken its base, so he could stand it up on its own if he wanted to. “His staff,” she murmured. “He’s infused his staff to enhance his voice’s effect on the audience. And it’s made of pure gold…” She twirled the golden ring he’d given to her.
Elias Mage, you magnificent, damnable beast. What exactly are you up to?
He performed as one possessed, at one point standing in the thick of the flames that rampaged from his mechanical replica’s jaws. At the height of the finale, Elias beckoned Ean to the stage. Piercing shrieks and cheers surrounded her as the audience escorted her to the front, some patting her on the back or indicating a tacky thumbs-up. Eyes ablaze, Elias stretched out his hand for hers and pulled her up beside him. “Just like we rehearsed it,” he said, holding the staff toward her.
Eli nodded to Kaspar, indicating the change to
“March of Mephisto.”
The skeleman and the half-elf held the staff together, treading in a measured circle as their voices combined. A flaming pentacle blossomed at their feet.
Elias saw and heard no one but Ean. His stare said as much, betraying a despotic concentration that caused her hand to quake against the staff. At the song’s conclusion, scarlet rose petals fluttered down on the couple, and the crowd screamed itself hoarse as Elias set his staff aside and got down on one knee.
“I adore you, Ean Lightcross.”
She reached to take his hand. “And I love you, Elias Mage.”
“I pledge myself to you, and to you alone, before these witnesses and the Terran Pantheon. Will you accept my devotion, my protection, and my love?”
“I will.”
The two avatars flushed with pride and exhilaration. They rose to their feet as Sindaya approached Ean, carrying a diadem of white gold wrought in elfish design. “Really, Elias! This is too much,” Ean panted, trying to decline it at first. “Isn’t a ring sufficient?”
“You’re already wearing it,” Elias laughingly pointed out, arms akimbo for the benefit of their audience. The crowd echoed his mirth. “Be a good girl and accept, my dear. I’ve spent many a sleepless night on this.”
“Gods, you’re full of it! If you insist.”
The skeleman chuckled. “Oh, I insist.” Elias lifted the delicate circlet from Sindaya and placed it on Ean’s head. “Wear it often, my dear. It will keep you safe.” Seizing her hand in his, he raised them triumphantly before the masses. “Well, how was Eclipsis?” he yelled, relishing the legendary response he received.
That night, he merged with his fans far more than he’d ever done before: posing for holographic images and recordings, signing band posters and t-shirts, and thoroughly embarrassing his fiancé by proclaiming her virtues to anyone who would listen. Despite her experience as a SkyRate competitor, Ean was bewildered by the volume of attention she received. Fortunately, Elias sensed her growing fatigue. He made his excuses. “Let’s get out of here,” he commented, taking her hand and leading them out of the TerraDome.
They left on Simulacra. Innumerable avatars who had streamed the concert waved at them or shouted their congratulations. Ean was relieved when they reached her apartment. “I feel like we just got back from the wedding itself,” she giggled as they dismounted. “Will you promise me that we’ll have a quick, quiet wedding instead? I don’t think my brain could handle a second overload.”
Elias gathered her weary form into his arms. “We’ll plan it however you want.” He carried Ean up to her apartment. For once, she was far too exhausted to assert herself.




chapter eleven: shiori islands
Please scan your wrist to enter your room code.
Ean took a deep breath and scanned. Welcome, Ean Lightcross. The door to her room slid open. She entered slowly, savoring the luscious smell of island produce and florals, and grinning at the twinkle of the sea beyond her private balcony. “Yes!” she yelled, running across the room and leaping onto the enormous bed. “We’re here, Hexy. I made it! Can you believe this?”
“Congratulations, Ean-san. You’re in the Tournament of Champions.”
“And I get to practice on the Shiori Track itself, starting tomorrow.” An elegant painting of the famous SkyRate course was hanging over her hotel suite’s desk. Ean scampered across the room to have a look. “Awesome! Just look at all those corkscrews and tight turns. I’m going to have the time of my life, even if I don’t win.”
Hexadecimal hovered over her shoulder. He nodded sagely, hands tucked into his flowing blue sleeves. “Some of the races will take place at nighttime. According to TerraWiki, the tracks will be well-lit.”
“That reminds me…” An immense HoloTablet was built into the desk. Ean’s fingers raced across it as she composed a brief message for Piragor. “I’m going to ask Piragor if he’d be my training partner. We’re allowed to select one at our own discretion, right?”
“That is correct. However, most of your competitors will be engaging a flight coach instead. That is what I would recommend.”             
Ean snorted as she hit send. “I won the TerraWorks City tournament without a coach, didn’t I? I’d look like a wuss if I suddenly booked one now. No, thanks.”
“You are taking a substantial risk by this refusal, Ean-san.”
“So what? I take risks. That’s what I do, Hexy.” She scrolled through the HoloTablet for the pairing app, then scanned her wrist when prompted to synch her current data and communications. “Could you fire up Livewire for me?”
“A holographic video for Elias, I presume?”
“You presume correctly, sir. Wait a moment.” Ean took a few steps backward, so the video capture would show more of her private suite. “OK, action!”
***
“Here is your order, sir. I bid you a pleasant evening.”
Elias handed the wrapped parcel to his client. “Thanks again, Elias!” the dwarf rumbled, cheerfully saluting the artificer mage and stomping out the door. Eli’s workshop bell chimed pleasantly as the door closed. Sighing, Elias rubbed his skull with a weary expression in his eyes. “Cyrus mentioned he’d swing by later… but for him, ‘later’ could mean any time from now until midnight. I don’t know if I’ll last that long.”
Since Eclipsis, Elias Mage’s personal inbox, interview requests, and professional orders had barely given him a moment’s rest. He was logging in less often because he felt he was reaching a breaking point. Having chatted with Cyrus about it over a couple of beers, the sociable cyborg had stressed the wisdom of Elias taking on an apprentice. “Your musical career has exploded, so now’s the time to focus on it,” Cyrus had commented. “You’ve also got a VR wedding to plan now, too. While we both know you’re quite capable of handling several projects at once, this is one too many, my good man.”
Elias nodded. “I guess you’re right. I’ll need to write up an advertisement.”
“Say, did you know the Pulse has hired an artist to add your album cover to its eastern wall? Can’t get away from your avatar symbol these days.”
The skeleman stretched and walked outside, standing on his workshop steps to admire the sunset. The soft orange radiance tinted his golden frame. The leaves of the climbing vines trembled in a whispering breeze. Eli closed his eyes, relishing a rare moment of peace.
“Elias!”
Her voice – the one voice in the TerraWorks universe that did not result in a demonic grumble – gave him a start. He turned and re-entered his workshop. His tablet was on his desk, and above its screen hovered the live holographic video of Lightcross, prancing proudly around her hotel suite on Shiori Islands. “How about this, eh? What do you think?” Miniature Ean spread out her arms to indicate her glamorous surroundings.
Eli sat in his leather chair, affecting indifference. “Nice place to visit. Wouldn’t want to live there.” He rested his fingerbones together, eyeing her roguishly.
“Like Hades you wouldn’t. Your tastes are significantly more extravagant than mine.” Ean sat on the edge of the oversized bed, quilted with delicate silver fabric. “Sorry I didn’t message you before now, but I was so excited to get here, I figured it would be better if I settled in first. My brain’s like a wild stallion on the run. What are you up to?”
“Just finishing up with some clients. I owed them for making them wait until after Eclipsis.”
“Why don’t you take on an apprentice artificer? Let him run the shop for you.”
“Yes, that suggestion has been made. I started planning the advertisement right before you streamed.”
Ean nodded, merrily brushing her bare feet against the carpet. “Good, good. The training itself won’t be a picnic, I guess, but you’ll be much better off once that part is over.”
“How’s the crown holding up, my lady?” he questioned, gesturing toward the gleaming circlet settled above Ean’s brows. She colored slightly, reaching up to adjust it. “It’s so light that I forget I’m wearing it, so I love that. But… I have to admit, I wish it was just a good old-fashioned engagement ring. Maybe I wouldn’t get stared at so often.”
Elias chuckled and shook his skull. “Trust me, it wouldn’t help. Your face and avatar symbol are both all over TerraWiki. Look at this; somebody even merged our symbols together.” Elias hit a few buttons on his tablet screen, dragging and dropping a small HI into Ean’s background. The skull and rose symbol for Elias Mage now had Ean’s double cross engraved on the frontal bone. Tiny, thorny stems curled around the cross, bursting with rosebuds. “Hey, that’s really cool,” Ean exclaimed. “You know what we should do?”
“What’s that, my dear?”
“When we get married, we should keep it short and sweet. No long speeches. Let’s just change both our avatar symbols to this one. ‘The twain shall become one,’ etc. etc.”
Elias stroked his mandible. “Are we permitted to do that?”
“Well, you have to pay a fee, but you can change your avatar symbol as many times as you want. And there’s no way accidental duplicates between avatars aren’t already out there. We’ll just be doing it on purpose, to… you know, reflect on our oneness.”
Eli’s gaze smiled warmly. “I think that’s an excellent idea. Just wish I’d thought of it first.”
“Hey, I can’t let you have all the good ideas, Eli.”
“I guess not.”
They shared a brief, pleasant silence. Ean continued to brush her feet against the carpet. “Have you seen the Shiori Track yet?” Elias added.
She tossed her long, rosy hair and smiled broadly. “Only by proxy. I cannot wait for the night races! It’s the greatest dark coaster in all of Terra, so they say. Also, rumor has it that they’re going to be playing one of your songs at the opening. Don’t suppose that has anything to do with me at all,” she added, patting her diadem.
Elias yawned. “What a vain idea. Are you training with a flight coach?”
“Not going to. I’ve gotten this far without one, and I expect Piragor will jump at the chance to be my training partner.”
Elias stiffened. “He’s not the hapless bastard who’s always trying to corner you, is he?”
Ean laughed at the skeleman’s acidity. “No, that would be Lurid. He’d have to kiss my pale elven feet to be invited here, and even after that, I’d expect him to fetch my meals and clean my hotel rooms for nothing.”
“What about Knightmoor? She’d make a decent training partner.”
“Yes, she’s very good, too. I just have a solid bond with Piragor. We’re friends as well as competitors, so I don’t have to be afraid that he might sabotage me out of spite, or something. I can trust him.”
Elias hesitated. “You’re certain Knightmoor wouldn’t be a better choice?”
Ean looked confused at first, then burst into giggles. “Elias Jacoby Mage, you’re jealous!”
“Am not!” The skeleman’s cheekbones gleamed. “I’ve studied all the finalists’ flight patterns. Knightmoor is solid. Piragor tends to react on impulse, just like you do. I think you should train with a steady partner to minimize your weaknesses.”
“I love it when you blush,” Ean breathed (causing him to blush all the more). “Thanks for the advice, Elias, but I think I’ve been racing long enough to know whom I should train with. Knightmoor is steady, as you’ve aptly noticed. But if you want to win, you need to trust your instincts. It was risky for me to kneel into aerodynamic position before that turn was completed, but that’s how I beat Piragor. I wouldn’t be here today if I wasn’t a little impulsive, you know?”
Eli shrugged. “Understood. It’s your race, Ean. Anyway, I wanted to say that I’m really proud of you. It’s flattering to see my name linked with one of SkyRate’s best racers.”
“Are you kidding?” Ean laughed. “Gods, I wish I could snatch up a transport gem and kiss you! You’re the most popular avatar in TerraWorks. Seriously, look it up if you don’t believe me. Your name and the Spectral Tyrants are everywhere. I’m just a teeny drop in the bucket compared to you.”
“Stop making me blush!” Elias grabbed a book from his desk and hid his face behind it. “By the gods, Lightcross. It’s those eyes of yours. I’ve still never seen anything remotely close to them, all my gem infusions included.”
“And I still don’t understand your monomania for them… but I’ll count it as a blessing in my case.”
Elias peeked from his impromptu safeguard. He faltered an instant, then declared, “Ocumancy.”
“Sorry, ocu-whatmancy?”
“Ocumancy. You’re familiar with ancient palmistry, I assume? When a witch examines the palm of your hand, and can tell you things about yourself from the depth and arrangement of its lines?”
“Yeah, I think I’ve seen that in some old books or movies. So, ocumancy is…”
“Reading and interpreting the limbal ring, the iris, and the pupil. One might call this ability the secret weapon of the skeletal avatars. I can read a character’s skills. I can also determine whether or not they can be affected by magic, or are currently under enchantment.”
“Oh.” Ean pondered this notion. “Naturally, you know what I have to ask you now. What did you notice when you first saw me?”
Elias put down the book, inhaling a quick breath. “Honestly, that’s difficult to explain, but I’ll do my best. As I said, I’ve never seen eyes like yours. Most avatars (including me) have a smooth, unbroken limbal ring, and what I refer to as a torpid iris. There are two uniform levels of pigmentation throughout it, neatly melded, and the pupils’ dilation or contraction is quite subtle. Are you with me so far?”
“Yes, I think so. Go on.” Ean propped her chin in her hands.
“In your case, these regularities are reversed. Your limbal ring is electric. Erratic streaks of deeper blue contrast against the ice-blue base. Your iris – far from being torpid – takes on a white, reflective quality in certain lights or moods, and a sparkling caerulean in others. What I found most fascinating, however, was the extreme sensitivity (or reactiveness) of your pupils. They shift with every change of the light, no matter how elusive the change is.”
Ean’s smile increased with Eli’s enthusiasm. “Well, I try not to admit this to a lot of people… I don’t wish to be called out for my vanity… but I commissioned my avatar’s design from a freelance designer. I asked her to pay special attention to the eyes. I wanted my avatar to stand out, but not so much that the other players would notice it right away.”
“Dare I ask how much you paid for that?”
“Can’t risk telling you. You’d probably faint.”
“At any rate, it paid off. You caught my attention. I remember glancing across the audience, and feeling two sparks of ice-blue energy devouring me from the gloom. When I used the term electric to describe your eyes, I meant it in the fullest sense of the word. Your whole countenance seemed to snap with electricity.”
Ean nodded. “I’ve always been fond of music, but I’d never been quite so deeply affected before. That brings me to another question I’ve been dying to ask you, Eli.” She paused, nervously biting her lip. “You’ll be honest with me, right?”
“Of course. Ask me anything.”
“Do you infuse your microphones with enchantments?”
Elias cleared his unseen throat, then nodded slowly. “I do.”
“What kind of spellcraft do you use?”
He tapped his fingerbones together, indicating his philosophical mode. “I use one of two recipes. The first, which you are extremely susceptible to, transfers my own energy, enthusiasm, and passion to the audience. It works them up, so to speak. The second is reserved for quieter songs, like the ‘Ballad of Helios.’
It generates a placid, comforting state of mind. To put it simply, Ean, I’m gathering my own intimate feelings and sensations when I sing, and passing them onto the audience. No more, and no less.”
“And there’s no TerraDome rules against doing that?”
“None at all. Casting spells directly is against the rules, of course, but artificer craft is much more subtle, and is permitted in the form of prop enhancements. I used it to design the skull mechanism in Eclipsis, as well.”
“Thanks for telling me, Eli. But why do you keep it a secret?”
“Because that’s an essential part of the concert experience. If you went to see a famous magician, but you knew all of his tricks, would his show even be worth seeing?”
“No, I guess it wouldn’t.” Ean lifted her head from her hands and smiled. “Well, that’s certainly fascinating. But why didn’t I react to the second ‘recipe’ you used? I recall staring at the lethargic audience around me, wondering what in Terra was going on. I was still so fired-up from your opening song, I could barely stand still.”
“Ah, that’s where ocumancy comes into play. Once you removed your glasses, I could read what magic you were (or weren’t) susceptible to. You’re highly sensitive to any spellcraft which heightens your energy, or raises your performa level. In a word, you’re passionate. Conversely, you’re hardly affected at all by magic that would subdue you or lull you into a slumber. Again, in one word: you’re tenacious.” He chuckled, leaning back in his chair. “A passionate and tenacious woman appears to be my weakness.”
It was Ean’s turn to blush. Elias admired the pink bloom creeping up her pointed ears. “I miss you, my dear.”
“I miss you, too.”
A knock resounded against Eli’s workshop door. “Anybody in?” Cyrus cried. Elias groaned in childish dismay. “Cyrus asked if he could stop by and indulge in a fireside beer or two. I guess this is goodnight?”
“I may log back in if I feel my ears burning,” Ean warned him.
“You’d better wrap them in ice, then.”
“Elias!”
“Lightcross!”
She smiled. “I love you, Eli. Goodnight!”




chapter twelve: enigmatic androgynous neuropsychosis
SkyRate’s Shiori Track was a colossal assembly of purple, black, and silver levitation tracks. They all gradually curved upward, stacking on top of one another, or at times entwining into an enormous knot like octopus legs. Once the competitors reached the highest point, the track careened back down, guiding them into a dizzying one-hundred-seventy-degree freefall. This section of the track rendered the “Shiori dive” the most perilous endeavor in TerraWorks skyboarding. Collisions were inevitable.
Ean Lightcross was training with Piragor, hollering with elation through the corkscrews and double loops. As she approached the Shiori dive, she heeled the brakes to stop and look over the side. “Damn, Piragor! It’s even scarier in person than it was on the holomap.” Her maniacal chuckle implied that she was far more delighted than intimidated. “Watch me tackle this monstrosity.” She kicked the reverse lever and whizzed backward, her lengthy ponytail flying amuck.
Piragor also shifted into reverse, speeding up to coast alongside her. “You’re on! Loser orders dine-in at the hotel?”
“Done.”
“Dessert included!”
Ean spluttered. “Goes without saying. Are you ready?”
“Are you?” Piragor revved his skyboard engine. The two miscreants shot forward like bullets from a gun. Whooping, they lifted their hands in the air as they soared downward, wind watering their eyes and tearing at their skycraft uniforms. The end of the dive shot into a tunnel, glowing with neon-purple arrows. Their gleeful shrieks rebounded through the underpass.
Impeccably synchronized, the two knelt into aerodynamic position and zipped over the finish line. “My gods, what a rush!” Piragor yelled, pumping the brakes. “Let’s do that again!”
Lightcross decelerated, eyeing Piragor impishly. “I guess we’ll have to, since that race was a draw. I do love a shrimp cocktail.”
They resumed starting position. “Wait a moment,” Piragor requested, dismounting. Ean followed suit and rose a questioning brow. “What is it?”
“I never properly thanked you for inviting me.” Piragor extended his hand. “Experiencing the Shiori Track is once-in-a-lifetime stuff. Seriously, thank you.”
Ean smiled and gestured for a fist bump instead. “Dude, we’re friends. Who else would I have invited to train with me?”
Piragor settled his tangled blond hair with a laugh. “Lurid, of course. You two would have gotten along so well!” He ducked Ean’s mock punch. “I’m just glad to be here. I hope you know that I’m rooting for you with all my heart.”
Something in his tone denoted a faint but undeniable tenderness. Ean flushed and jumped back onto her skyboard. “It’s getting late, and I’m hungry. Let’s go!”
They raced a few more times before retiring to the hotel. Piragor – having lost one more race than Ean did – ordered them dinner, and the two chatted and joked over shrimp cocktails and seafood baskets. Afterward, they sauntered onto the balcony with drinks and dessert, admiring the starlight mirrored in the ocean waves.
Lightcross heaved a deep sigh of contentment, kicking off her boarding boots and lighting a magenta smoke. “This has been a day for the books,” she commented. “If only Elias was here, I’d be perfectly happy.”
“Speak of the devil,” Piragor mentioned, lighting an ebony smoke himself, “when is the wedding going to take place?” Ean shrugged and exhaled a bright pink cloud. “We haven’t settled on a date yet. I’d rather enjoy being engaged for a while, you know? It still seems like a dream to me.”
“It’s kind of odd for me, too,” Piragor admitted, stealing a low glance. “You’ve always been so adamant that you’d never date (much less marry) in TerraWorks. What made you change your mind?”
Ean indulged in a few more thoughtful puffs before answering. “Well, I’d love to look all philosophical and shit with a profound, insightful answer. But it’s the same as any other romantic affair. He fascinates me. I’ve never met anybody else like him. I’d venture he’d say the same about me, since he never wanted to date in VR, either.”
“Pardon the old expression, but you are quite a catch,” Piragor averred. “I’m sure half the population of TerraWorks would date you if they could.”
Ean shrugged off the compliment. “That’s just because I’m linked to a famous name now. Most avatars crave to be in the spotlight, even if it’s just for a little while before some other couple is trending. I don’t read too much into my fans’ love letters.”
Piragor forced a laugh. “You’re still getting them?”
“Oh, yes. Marriage isn’t taken very seriously in TerraWorks, though. It stands to reason that engagements wouldn’t be, either.”
“But you’re serious about it, right?”
Ean cocked her head back, smiling, gazing earnestly at the stars. “Damn straight.”
***
After Piragor had logged off for the night, Ean brushed her hair and rummaged around the suite, reorganizing some of her things. I guess Eli’s instincts about Piragor were right. She colored with embarrassment as she recalled Piragor’s pointed remarks. Well, as long as I make sure we eat in public from now on, there shouldn’t be a problem. He was a good-looking avatar with plenty of people asking him out; it wasn’t as if his dating pool was in short supply. No, this was a temporary bump in their friendship that would smooth over. She felt certain of it.
Ean changed into her burgundy robe and pinged Elias for a Livewire chat. The notification chimed repeatedly with no response. “Strange,” Ean muttered. “I told him I’d be calling about now. I wonder what he’s up to?”
“I’m sure there’s no need to worry,” Hex interjected. “If his post for a new apprentice was answered, he may be conducting interviews.”
“That’s true.” Still, the timing was oddly coincidental, and Ean couldn’t ease her sense of discomfort. “I shouldn’t have had dinner with Piragor in my own suite. Nothing happened, but it still wasn’t smart for me to do. Damn, why didn’t I think of that before?”
“You do tend to be impulsive, Ean-san.”
“Yeah, no shit.” Grumbling, Ean flung herself onto the bed. “Guess I might as well log off. Tell Elias goodnight for me, Hexy.”
“Will do. Goodnight, Ean-san.”
“Later, Hex.”
***
Ean’s frustration multiplied as several days went by with only casual, fleeting contact from Elias. His apparent nonchalance annoyed her. However, the resulting aggravation fueled her energy, propelling her through the Shiori Track with a speed and precision that astounded even Piragor.
“How the track is not consumed with flames after that run-through, I have no idea,” he proclaimed, gaping at the holographic stop watch. Lightcross snapped her board into an abrupt halt, banking sharply to avoid sailing into Piragor.
He stared at Ean while she panted hard. “Sorry to mention it, Ean, but you seem to be fuming a little today. Everything OK?”
The half-elf paused, debating whether or not to confide in him. His keen, sympathetic green eyes shattered her resistance. “It’s Elias. We haven’t spoken much since I arrived here. I can’t help but wonder if he’s upset with me for some reason.”
“Why would he be upset with you?”
“I have no idea.”
She did, however, have some idea – the prospective issue was standing right in front of her. “I’m sure he’s just busy, Ean,” Piragor reassured her. “He gets fan mail, campaign invites, and artificer orders. Every columnist for TerraWiki is scrambling to book an interview with him. On top of all that, he’s got your wedding to think about. Personally, I’d hold off on worrying unless he stopped initiating any communication at all.”
Ean exhaled a quick breath of relief. “You’re right. It’s silly for me to be worried. Want to swing through the track with me this time?”
“Sure. Want to do yourself a favor?”
“Huh?”
“Pretend that you’re still upset. You race much better that way. Your turns are tighter, and you brake with… I don’t know… determination.” He distributed a mock scowl and threw his arms akimbo in comic imitation. Ean laughed. “So, you’re saying I have a better chance of winning if I road-rage?”
“Call me crazy, but I think you do.”
Nevertheless, Piragor beat her that time around. She shook hands with him before they dismounted and walked out through the SkyRate lockers. “Your new board is wicked, by the way,” Piragor enthused. He surveyed its deep red and purple coloration, alternating in gradual flashes, with the black double cross shimmering in the center. “Did you customize the matching boots, too?”
“Yeah. My days of skyboarding rentals are finally over.” Ean stomped across the sidewalk with heady satisfaction. “Want to have lunch in the hotel restaurant? Reportedly, their handmade pizzas are a Terran delight.”
“Gladly. But, do my eyes deceive me? Is that Elias over there?” He pointed.
“What? Where?” Ean eagerly followed the direction of Piragor’s forefinger. Sure enough, a tall skeleman in a leather jacket and jeans stood below the bleachers, leaning against the supports. His midnight eyes were watching them with a faintly amused expression. “Eli!” she shouted, sprinting into his outstretched arms. “How did you get here? And when?”
“A few minutes ago. I borrowed a transport gem from Byron, though it cost me a hefty bribe.” Ean’s prior frustration melted away as Elias nuzzled her affectionately. “I couldn’t wait any longer to see you.”
Ean rested her head against his ribcage. “Did you see us race just now?”
“I did. Gods, you were nothing but a blur! I teased you about your board’s rave vibes, but now I’m glad it’s so bright. It’ll be easier to keep track of you.”
Piragor cleared his throat and extended a hand to Elias. “Awesome to meet you in person, Elias. You’re a verified TerraWorks legend.”
“Thank you.” Elias shook hands cordially. “And thank you for looking after Ean. She sang your praises as her only true friend among the SkyRate competitors.”
“I fear that’s no exaggeration,” Piragor chuckled. “SkyRate rivalry tends to be pretty stiff. Well,” beginning to shuffle away, “I’ll let you two catch up. See you in the restaurant, Ean. You want pepperoni, right?”
“Right. Thanks.”
Piragor departed. The second his form vanished behind the restaurant doors, Elias pulled Ean deeper beneath the bleachers until they were masked by shadows. “I thought he’d stay the whole time,” the skeleman murmured, playfully nipping her earlobe. “Would you have kissed me anyway, Lightcross?”
“Most likely, yes.” She tucked her hands into his jacket pockets as she kissed him. “Mmm,” he breathed, slipping his hands around her waist. “Gods, I’ve missed you.”
Ean pulled away to pout. “Then why have you been so distant this week? Why didn’t you answer my Livewire calls?”
“My apologies, my dear. I’ve had a lot to do at the shop. On the upside, next time you visit, I can introduce you to my new apprentice.”
“Oh, great! You’ve put him (or her) to work already?”
“He’s called Tirion. He’s completing a flame infusion to a quiver of arrows as we speak. Elementary, but helpful. I won’t have to spend so much time on rudimentary orders.”
“Thank the Terran Pantheon for that.”
“Indeed.” Eli’s gilt fingers drifted through her red hair. “Actually, I planned to take you to lunch today. Do you think Piragor would expire from loneliness if we ditched him?”
“I’m sure he’d understand. He knows I’ve been missing you.” She relayed a brief message to Hex, explaining the change of plans to Piragor. “Message sent,” Hexadecimal relayed.
Ean slid her hand into Eli’s as they returned to the sunlight. “Where should we go?”
“How about my house? Byron’s emerald still has some juice left in it.”
Ean nudged Elias with her elbow. “Yeah, we’ll definitely be eating if we go there, right?”
Her fiancé widened his dark eyes. “Whatever do you mean? What else would we be doing, pray tell?” He started to tickle her. Ean squirmed away, laughing, and the couple chased each other down the street.
At the restaurant window, Piragor lifted the curtain to watch them. A short, barely-audible sigh escaped his lips. “At least she’s happy with him. It’s still weird, though. I mean… he’s a skeleton.”




chapter thirteen: the initiation race
“Humans, half-bloods, and creatures all, welcome to the Tournament of Champions Initiation Race!”
The Shiori Track bleachers were packed. The audience rose to their feet, cheering wildly as fireworks exploded over the open-air stadium. The levitation tracks flashed red and blue as they were set for the first nighttime race. A loud, consistent whirring signaled the competitors’ approach, and the crowds leapt with excitement as the racers sped into view above them. “Right up front in blue, we give you Gale Emodicus, two-time winner of the Helios City Tournament!”
Gale’s fans chanted his name, pounding their radiant azure staffs against the floor. “In green, we present Phyline Silverthorne from this year’s Klad Kingdom Tournament!”
Several bright green banners glowed in response. One after another, the racers were announced as they tore across the sky. Rockets exploded above them in the shape of their avatar symbol. Many of them showed off for their fans with elaborate tricks and corkscrew turns. Elias waited patiently for his half-elf beauty, arms crossed, eyes keenly scanning each throbbing skyboard.
“And now, please welcome Ean Lightcross, our latest victor from the TerraWorks City Tournament!”
United by their rousing cries, Ean’s fans held up flashing double crosses in red or purple. “Marry me, Ean!” somebody shouted. Elias expressed his feelings with a snort. The Tournament MC laughed. “No doubt about it, folks! Lightcross has the crowds tonight. Officially affianced to the lead singer of the Spectral Tyrants, Elias Mage, there’s been more than a few articles extolling Ean’s honors lately. Say, when’s the wedding, Lightcross?”
Ean’s lithe, dark figure held her arms aside in a wide shrug, provoking laughter from the audience. The MC continued, “Well, looking forward to hearing the news soon! Our racers are positioned for the opening ceremony. Let the Tournament Initiation begin!”
A dizzying plethora of fireworks embellished the sky. The stadium’s speakers burst with heavy metal – a hit from the Spectral Tyrants – and the skyboard racers arranged themselves into an intricate design. They took turns soaring across it in rigid patterns. Ean broke formation once to fly over Elias and blow him a kiss. Elias saluted her, his eyes smiling in response, while the crowds shouted their approval.
Piragor appeared at Eli’s side. “Hey, man. Mind if I join you?”
Elias shrugged. “Don’t see why not.”
“Thanks. You got this, Ean!” her training partner cheered, raising a fist in the air. Ean held up her fist in response, then directed her board back into formation.
“So, does winning (or losing) this race contribute to their scores?” Elias asked Piragor.
Piragor shook his head. “The Initiation just pumps up the audience, and it gives the racers their first taste of the Shiori Track as competitors. It’s not going to count. However, it’ll give everyone a good indication of who has their act together, and who’s not looking so good.”
“Mmm.”
Piragor glanced at the intimidating avatar beside him. Elias fingered his mandible, lost in contemplation. His solemn eyes reflected the fireworks. The blue-white gleam of the stadium lights danced across the gems embedded in his golden skull. I guess he’s handsome in his own way. If you like monsters.
“How do you think she’ll do?” the skeleman asked next.
“I’m guessing she’ll place third. Her biggest problems are going to be Emodicus and Silverthorne. Emodicus has the most experience on the Shiori Track, since he’s placed in the Tournament of Champions before. He’s going to be especially determined to win. And Silverthorne is pretty much the last word in textbook skycraft form. Ean is going to have a hard time keeping up with her.”
“Understood.” Elias swept through his inventory and extracted his tablet. Opening the tournament streaming app, he spoke “Lightcross” into the entrant search bar. A holographic projection of Ean sparkled above the tablet screen. She was settling into launch position, eyes narrow and focused, lips firmly set. Silverthorne coasted into place beside her. “Best of luck, Lightcross,” the elf said, nodding.
“Best of luck.” Ean returned her rival’s nod and drew in a deep breath.
“This is for you, Elias.”
The holographic starting gate vanished with a bang. A colossal rush ensued as the competitors slammed into full throttle. “Yeah! Let’s go, girl!” Piragor screamed, accidentally punching Elias in his excitement. “Keep it steady! Stay in the middle!”
Ean held her position at fifth, a wide smile of enjoyment plastered across her face. She cut the first turn with grace, hugging the inside line and watching her back. “Good, good!” Piragor cried. “You’re starting strong! Keep it going!”
Elias glimpsed at him with slight annoyance. Piragor continued to shout encouragement and cheer loudly, regardless of the fact that Ean couldn’t possibly hear him. “OK, start picking it up! You need to secure third position. Aim for third and hold it until you can cut Silverthorne!”
Just then, as if she could hear him, Ean began to pick up speed. A wicked corkscrew series dubbed the Devil’s Gate loomed ahead. Fearless, Lightcross continued to accelerate, despite the fact that everyone else was braking. Piragor broke into a sweat. “Careful, careful! Don’t be rash! Keep your heel on the brake!”
  Ean braked at the last possible second, the nose of her board wobbling uncertainly for a few seconds. She grabbed fourth place. “Excellent! Hold it steady!” Piragor yelled. Elias, glued to the tablet’s projection, ground his teeth with repressed suspense. The racers soared over the flashing red and blue tracks, their figures blurred into a confusing mob of color.
The skeleman’s breathing accelerated. Two miniature suns burned on his cheekbones. “By the gods. You’re incredible, Lightcross.” He couldn’t imagine traveling at such a deadly speed himself… yet his fiancé handled it like it was nothing.
“Darn right, she is.” Piragor crowed with delight. He slapped Elias on the shoulder. “As long as nobody cuts her, she’s definitely finishing in the top three. And that’s what she needs to do.”
“Right.” Elias drew his sleeve across his cheekbones, trying to mask their flush. “It’s really something, seeing a skyboard race in person. I can’t believe I’ve been streaming all this time.”
“Well, we get it. You’re a busy man.” Piragor shrugged, eagerly returning his attention to Ean’s progress. “OK, this is the wide sailor’s loop. She should be able to cut into third place here.”
As Piragor had predicted, Emodicus was first, with Silverthorne riding on his heels. Vanderbuilt was in third, but Lightcross was gaining on him, eyeing him like an eagle preparing to dive-bomb its prey. “She’s going to move in. And there… she… is!” Piragor punched the air victoriously as Ean banked ahead of Vanderbuilt. “Just as I thought. She’s got a chance at winning the SkyRate Grand Championship! All right!”
The competitors were about to reach the infamous Shiori dive. Elias could practically feel Ean’s anticipation throbbing through the holographic projection. She broke into a delirious ripple of laughter as she shot over the edge, careening downhill at a velocity that sent Eli’s heartbeat into his neck. They entered the tunnel. “Keep steady here, Ean. Don’t get crazy on us now!” Piragor begged, wringing his damp hands. “This is where things usually go wrong.”
Ean Lightcross did not want to settle for third. While the other racers braked coming out of the tunnel, she carried her momentum forward, edging steadily toward Silverthorne. “Gods, no! You’re way too close at that velocity. Brake, Ean! Brake!” Piragor groaned. “You’ve got to brake now! Oh, shit-“
It happened so quickly that no one was entirely sure how. The nose of Ean’s board either brushed or caught on the back of her rival’s. Silverthorne’s board tipped upward, sending her spiraling out of control, and Ean crashed to the side. Her skyboard exploded in a wave of red and purple sparks.
“My Gods!” Shocked, Elias stared in horror at the projection of 
Ean’s feeble, crushed form. Her body was lying motionless against the siderails. “Ean!”
“Dude, it’s OK!” Piragor seized his arm, trying to slow his own panicked breathing. “It’s VR, man. It’s VR. She’s going to vanish in a minute, then wake up at the Shiori main hospital.”
Elias braced himself against the bleachers. “Thank the gods. I’d forgotten.” His ribcage expanded with a deep, thankful breath, and every bone in his frame trembled. “I’d forgotten. My dear, insane Ean Lightcross, what were you thinking?”
“That’s what I’d like to know.” Piragor grunted and crossed his arms. “Third place is perfectly acceptable for the Initiation. She should have known better than to push herself. She’ll still be considered viable for the win; but she can’t afford to pull a stunt like that twice.”
As they watched, Ean’s body shimmered and dissolved. “What hospital did you say she’d be at?” Elias demanded, standing up.
“The Shiori main hospital. I’ve got a couple of transport gems with me, if you need to borrow one.”
“Yes, I do. I appreciate it.”
“No problem, Eli.”
***
Lightcross woke to the mumble of low, critical voices. She stared at the white ceiling in confusion. Her HP status floated into view, indicating a measly 1 HP. “Oh, shit.”
“An appropriate phrase for the occasion.”
Blinking, she turned her head to face Elias, who was glaring down at her with his arms folded. “I’d like to thank you for giving me the biggest scare in my whole gods-forsaken life. You’re really something, aren’t you?”
“Or something.” Ean smiled sweetly into her fiancé’s irritable demeanor. “I just need a healing gem or a potion, and I’ll be all fixed up.” As she spoke, a hospital android approached her with the aforementioned objects. She accepted the potion, paid the nominal fee, and absorbed it in one enormous gulp. “See? I’m good as new!” she chirruped, leaping off the bed and stretching her limbs. “No need to glare at me anymore, Eli.”
Elias sighed, gathering her into his arms and sitting on the edge of the hospital mattress. “I’ve never been so terrified in my life,” he confessed, cradling her on his knees. “Please, don’t ever try that again. I’ll wring your neck.”
“But I wanted to win!” Ean kissed his cheekbone. “I appreciate your concern, but you know my policy about taking risks. If I don’t try, I’ll spend the rest of my skycraft career wondering if I should have tried. And the Initiation race doesn’t count, you know.”
Piragor entered the room with a few bottles of mineral water. “Ah, the scoundrel is awake. Did you give her a scolding, Elias?”
“I tried to. But I can’t seem to keep up my rage.” Elias cuddled her shamelessly. “She’s very cute, especially when she’s at my mercy.”
Piragor distributed the bottles among them. “I guess all’s well that ends well,” he muttered. “Just don’t try that again, OK? Crashing is not an option from here on out.”
“Yes, yes, I know!” Ean waved her hand impatiently. “It was fun. Besides, it’s exciting for the crowd when there’s a crash. The HV viewings will go up. I’ll be known as ‘the daring one,’ and I’ll probably have even more fans now.”
Elias resumed his glare. “You planned this beforehand, didn’t you?”
“Maybe.” Ean wrapped her arms around his neck and batted her lashes. “You’ll never be able to prove it, though.”
The skeleman’s frame rumbled with his dark laughter. He touched his forehead to hers. “At any rate, I demand recompense for the shock I’ve endured. I’ll have to take you back to the hotel and oversee your full recovery.”
“Dammit. How inconvenient.”
Piragor made a discreet exodus as the two shared a passionate kiss. Elias leaned over her, running his golden hand along the thigh of her skin-tight SkyRate uniform. “We should probably… go… now.”
“I’m busy.” Ean pushed his jacket off. She traced her fingers along the outline of his ribcage. Elias sighed with pleasure. “Yep… we need to leave.”




chapter fourteen: of certain shortcomings
“Elias, sir? I’m sorry to bother you, but I can’t seem to get this transport gem right.”
The skeleman looked up from his desk. “I’ll check it in a minute.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“And you needn’t call me sir. Just Eli will do.”
“OK, Eli. Thanks.” Tirion grinned and began to dust and sort the shelves. Elias heaved an inaudible sigh of fatigue. Ean’s next race was tomorrow morning, but the Spectral Tyrants were shooting him message after message, wanting to know when their next practice session would be. They were booked to play at the Klad Castle courtyard next month. Time was closing in like a rampaging beast.
Elias logged into his messaging app to compose instructions for the Spectral Tyrants. Jam session tomorrow night at eight P.M. TerraDome Studio 12. Travis, you’d better show up on time, or I’m going to eat you.
Message sent, Eli furtively unlocked and drew open his desk drawer. Inside lay a slender green needle next to a half-full vial of zombie venom. The skeleman gave his implements a long, hard look, then slowly closed the drawer again. “OK, Tirion. Let’s take a look at that transport gem. Are you having trouble balancing the infusion itself?”
“Yes, that’s it. It doesn’t seem to be taking.”
“You need to watch your timing. If you combine the recipe too quickly, the ingredients will be merged before you’ve finished speaking the incantation for them. Patience is the key.” Elias deftly mixed the potion, and poured it over the dull, lifeless jewel while murmuring the phrases of the transport spell. The gem flashed with color, taking on the verdant facets of an emerald. “There. That’s what it should look like when it’s done.”
“Thanks, Eli!”
“Don’t mention it.”
The notification chime sang from Eli’s tablet. He crossed back over to his desk and snatched it up, leaning back in his chair. All’s fair in jam sessions and Travis for dinner. Congrats to your girlfriend, by the way. She’s all over TerraWiki thanks to that little stunt she pulled. – Ollie
“Fiancé, not girlfriend,” Elias muttered.
“Not that you miscreants would know the difference.”
“Sorry, did you say something?” Tirion hollered from the work table.
“Just talking to myself,” Eli replied with a shrug. “You’ll have to get used to hearing the occasional incoherent mutterings.”
Tirion laughed. “No problem.”
Hesitating for a moment, Elias commanded his tablet to open a new document and labeled it Wedding. He stared at the blinking cursor for a long time, an abnormally blank expression reflecting in his eyes. Come on, Elias, think. You’ve got to start getting some ideas down, at least.
Nothing. His skull echoed with meaningless images and gibberish. The skeleman groaned and touched his temporal bones. “I’ve got to get out of here. Tirion, can you close up shop for me before you log off?”
“Sure thing, Eli. Have a good evening.”
“You too.” Checking to be certain Tirion was occupied, Elias thrust his hand into the drawer and pulled out the needle and vial. “See you tomorrow.”
He knew precisely where he’d go. While striding down several quiet streets, Elias opened his inventory to don a large, loose-fitting cloak. He extracted the vial’s contents into his needle, carefully tapping it to remove any air bubbles, and injected the venom into the marrow behind his bite mark.
As Elias traveled the back street, cobblestone became dirt pathway. The pathway dissolved into a dim, wooded clearing, burbling with the soothing sounds of a fledgling waterfall. Elias sat cross-legged in the grass, breathing deeply with exhilaration and relief as the venom began to take effect. I should get plenty of ideas now.
Stretching his hands behind his skull, Elias lay on the ground and watched the starlight and planets wobbling overhead. He closed his black eyelids.
Visions of screaming audiences, skyboard crashes, and whispered songs crashed through his mind. He could feel Ean leaning over him, nestling against him, warming his cold frame with her body. “Elias,” she breathed, bending her head down to his clavicle…
“Elias?”
Wait… did somebody say his name?
Elias dragged his heavy eyelids open. “Cyrus? That you?”
The battle cyborg towered above him. “Yeah, man. What in Hades are you doing out here?”
Elias tried to prop himself up, but – submitting to the full grip of the venom – found it quite impossible to achieve. He fell back onto the grass with a resounding laugh. “I’m surfing. What does it look like?”
“Thought skeleton avatars couldn’t get drunk.” Cyrus knelt to extend an arm around Eli’s ribcage. “Let me help you up.”
“No, no. I’m very comfortable here. I needed an ideas session.”
Cyrus rose a silver eyebrow. “So, I take it you can get drunk, after all?”
 “I’m not drunk. Haven’t had a drop all day. Hey, a smoke would just hit the spot, though. Got any ebony Whiskers, buddy?”
Cyrus shrugged and extracted one from his inventory. “Why not. You look like you’re settling in for a grand old time. Why are you out here by yourself?”
“I told you; I’m here for the harvest. Those golden apples grow too damned high.”
Cyrus shook with laughter and lit an ebony smoke for himself. “Well, if it doesn’t bother you, I’ll just sit here with you until you emerge from whatever-the-Hades state of mind you’re in. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’ve been visited by your zombie pals again. But I see you still just have the one bite mark.” The cyborg examined it with interest, exhaling wreathes of black smoke. “Can’t you buff it out, or something?”
“I like it. It’s like a tattoo, but cooler.” Elias gripped his cigarette between his golden teeth. “Ean likes it, too.”
A crafty sparkle entered the cyborg’s yellow eyes. “Thinking of the lady love, are we? Is that why you’re out here alone? Trouble in paradise, mayhap?”
“Shows how much you know.” Elias managed to sit up, huffing his derision. “We’re getting along very well, Cyrus Agillus.”
“Mighty glad to hear it.” Cyrus slapped the skeleman on his shoulder blade, inadvertently knocking him back down. “Sorry. You two are madly in love, then?”
Elias didn’t respond. “Did you pass out, Eli?” Cyrus queried, leaning over him. The gilt skeleton shook his skull. “It’s just an odd phrase, you know. ‘Madly in love.’ Madly. Is true love only madness? Is it monomania? An unrealistic, dramatic fixation that will shatter when the veil of virtual reality is torn in two? What will happen when we enter the holiest of holies? Will the Terran gods strike us down for our presumption?”
“You’re talking like a sphinx, Eli. Are you sure you’re all right? Maybe you need to log off. Get some rest.”
Another long pause supervened. Elias sighed and sat up again. “Shame it doesn’t last longer. I’ll have to increase the dosage next time.”
Cyrus blinked. “What are you talking about?”
Elias faced him with a placid expression. “Oh, it’s just a little experiment I’m conducting. It’s best if I remain the sole test subject. Care to return to town with me?”
Cyrus stood up and helped Elias stand, also. “I’m going to log off. We’ve been training for the next phase of the Undead Campaign, and I’m beat. I’ll see you around, OK?”
“Goodnight, Cyrus.”
The cyborg stalked away, whistling a cheerful tune. Elias stared into the glistening waterfall. His dark eyes narrowed. “It’s getting to be too much again. I’ll have to ask Ean to…” Tapering off, Elias dissolved his spent Whisker and invoked the home screen to log off.
***
“On my count.”
Elias snapped his fingers four times. The Spectral Tyrants launched into their warm-up instrumental, rattling the studio walls with raw intensity. Eli nodded to the beat, pulling up a metal chair and relaxing while the band practiced. He stole a glance at the time posted above the door, his aspect brimming with impatience. She’s usually early. What’s taking so long?
A firm knock calmed his nerves. “I’m here!” Ean’s clear voice reported. “Lightcross is in the house!” The half-elf entered the studio, trailing the scent of warm Shiori winds and confidence in her wake. “Thanks for inviting me, Eli.”
The skeleman stood up as she came in. Gesturing for the band to continue, Eli took her hand and marched her right back out the door into the hallway. “What gives?” She started to say, then smiled when she noticed the despotic spark in his pupils. “Oh.”
Elias pinned her against the wall, holding her by the wrists. “You smell amazing.” He buried his skull into her neck, breathing deeply, making her giggle. “Elias, that tickles!”
“You like it.”
“Maybe.” Her fingers brushed the gems on his cranium. “Just out of curiosity, are you ever going to go back to your original design?”
“Would you prefer it if I did?”
Ean shrugged. “Honestly, can’t make up my mind. I love them both.”
The skeleman leaned in for a kiss, but Ean ducked out of the way. “Just a minute, sir. I must know if you streamed my race this morning like I told you to!”
“Oh, yes. I was a good boy.”
“Did you see I came in first against Vanderbuilt and Lois? And I didn’t kill anybody, not even myself!”
“Delightful news, indeed.”
“That means I’ll be racing against Fenrah and Silverthorne next. I suspect that Silverthorne might try to massacre me, since I clipped her board at the Initiation… but otherwise, I’m feeling pretty good about it.”
“Marvelous.”
“Elias, are you listening?” Ean tapped his frontal bone. “You’ve got that far-off look right now. What are you thinking about?”
Elias stared into her eyes until she blushed. He released her wrists and stepped back to take off his shirt. The golden array of death’s framework reflected the hall lights. “I need you to bite me again. Same place.”
“Um… it’s not that I mind, since you like it so much, but… what if somebody walks by?”
“So what? The entire Terran universe knows we’re engaged.”
“It’s not that. It’s just the whole biting thing. You have to admit it’s a little weird.”
“Nobody else is around right now. And it won’t take long.” Elias leaned in close, caressing her in ways that made her dizzy. “Just once, Ean. Please?”
Ean complied, gradually increasing the pressure until Elias relaxed. “Thank you,” he murmured, affectionately nipping her ear. “Guess I’d better put my shirt back on, eh?”
Ean tilted her glossy head. “You look wicked without one. I mean, haven’t you performed shirtless a few times before, anyway? I doubt any of us are going to care.”
“How true.” Swinging his shirt over his shoulder blade, Elias re-entered the studio with Ean in tow. He snapped his fingers to get the band’s attention. “Look alive, miscreants. I’m in the mood for ‘Neuropsychosis.’”
“Yeah, baby!” Travis shouted, his were-cat eyes insanely dilated. “We’re riding the same vibes, my man. Let’s get Ean something to play!”
“Who, me?” Ean flushed and hid behind Elias. “I don’t know how to play any instruments.”
“You can play anything you want,” Sindaya called out from behind her drum set. “Elias just needs to tweak our Dome Studio program. The point of TerraWorks performa is fluidity and charisma-building skills for every player, and that includes concerts.”
“Which makes it much more challenging to stand out,” Oleon added, devotedly stroking his bass guitar. “Gotta love that lowest common denominator. But, thanks to Elias, we don’t have much of a problem making a dent in the musical world.”
“And thanks to all of you,” Elias added. “My particular thanks to Desmond, my backup singer.” The auburn-haired elf bowed to Ean in introduction. “And the keyboard master is Kaspar. Sindaya commands the drums, Travis is on the guitar. That’s Oleon on bass; he usually goes by Ollie.”
“Hey.” Ean grinned as they each hailed her with enthusiasm. “Well, if I get to pick what I play, I’d like to play the electric guitar, too. Is that OK, Travis?”
“Phantasmic. Just watch me and learn!” Travis posed dramatically with his red guitar, earning an eyeroll from Ollie. “Don’t be nervous, Lightcross. This will be a sinch.”
A few minutes passed as Elias tweaked the program. Travis helped Ean choose a guitar. As the music began, Ean could sense her apprehensions dissolving. They stood in stage formation, and across from them, a holographic projection reflected their images like a mirror. Elias winked at her before growling the introduction into his microphone/staff.
“Oh, I almost forgot to tell you!” Travis yelled to Ean. “We all sing the bridge and the chorus, and we try to sound as drunk as possible. Got it?”
Ean burst into laughter. “Why?”
The were-cat smiled. “It’s an old joke. Welcome to the Spectral Tyrants!”




chapter fifteen: the lightcross maneuver
 Ean tossed her hair as she evaluated the distance between herself and Silverthorne. Her rival had taken care not to give her any chances to steal the foremost position. The Shiori dive was approaching, and Lightcross knew it was now or never.
But first, the track’s largest 360 loop would have to be conquered.    
As the racers began their ascent, a scene from an archaic sci-fi movie popped into Ean’s head. Hmm. Far as I know, that wouldn’t be against the rules. As usual, her idea was risky, but it would be a much safer option than attempting to overtake Silverthorne on the Shiori dive. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.
Nodding firmly, Ean waited until she’d just passed the 180-degree point, then switched her board’s magnetic adherence setting to OFF.
 Freed from constraint, her skyboard lurched straight down. Ean struggled to regain control as it bounded beneath her feet. Winded, she aimed the skyboard’s nose at the point where the loop levelled off. She kicked the magnetic adherence setting back ON, and exhaled in relief as she felt the pull of the levitation tracks righting her course. Hazarding a backward glance, she punched the air as she realized her trick had worked. “Yes!” she cried.
Her skyboard zipped past the bounding audience. Triumphant, Ean made the sign of a cross with her forefingers. Her fans thundered their support. Elias himself passed in a golden blur; the half-elf just barely caught a glimpse of his approving nod. Laughing, Ean knelt into aerodynamic position and tore down the Shiori dive, crossing the finish line that glowed red and purple to indicate her victory. The SkyRate MC also saluted her. “Thanks to another daring maneuver, Lightcross takes the win! She’s won herself a place in the final!”
Ean coasted to a stop, waving to the onlookers. Piragor was the first of her friends to elbow his way through the stands. He pumped his fists in the air, yelling an incoherent something, his face fairly splitting apart with his elated smile. Ean chuckled and shot him a cheery salute.
The SkyRate MC noticed a tall, golden skeleman also making his way toward Lightcross. “Step aside, folks! Make way for the lovebirds!” Ean rolled her eyes, but Elias laughed, joyfully lifting her into his arms and twirling her ‘round. “I’m so proud of you, Ean!” He placed her back on the ground, holding both of her hands in his.
“Don’t get too excited, Eli. There’s a 99.9% chance I’ll be racing against Emodicus, and his skycraft skills are no joke.”
“He’s also a dark elf,” Piragor shouted above the chanting audience. “They’re a lethal combination of intrepid and agile. You’ll need to spend every spare minute in training if you want to have a chance against him.”
Ean grinned. “Sounds like fun.” She slipped her arm around Eli’s ribcage as they walked back to the track entryway. “I’m starving.”
Her fiancé chuckled. “Didn’t you eat before the race?”
“Nope. I learned pretty early into my SkyRate career that it’s a terrible idea to do that.”
Elias rested his arm around her shoulders. “What are you hungry for?”
Ean, jovial with success, darted Elias an evil smile. “Your soul.”
“Afraid I haven’t got one.”
“A steak!”
“Too expensive. What do you think I am, made of gold or something?”
Ean prodded his gleaming jaw, about to deliver a witty reply. She was interrupted by none other than Emodicus. The dark elf approached the pair with a suave, feline tread that earned admiring or intimidated glances from the avatars in his circumference. “Congratulations, Lightcross. You’re a rival worthy of my steel.” He faced Elias next. A faint shimmer of cool approbation lit his slanted, indigo eyes. “Elias Mage. A genuine honor.”
Elias grunted. “Likewise.”
Neither of them made a motion to shake hands. Ean’s slanted brows lifted in amusement as she felt Eli’s grip tighten on her shoulder, his protective instincts on override. “When will your semifinal take place?” Elias asked the dark elf.
“At the end of this week. I trust you’ll both be there?”
“Certainly,” Ean smiled, “We wouldn’t miss it for love or money. Right, Eli?” She covertly distributed a pinch to one of his ribs: Be nice!
Elias flinched. “Looking forward to it. Good to meet you, Emodicus.”
The dark elf bowed and murmured his race’s traditional farewell, “Namyonet.”
Elias emitted a low growl as Emodicus strolled away. “I don’t like him.”
“What’s the matter, Eli? Jealous?”
“In a way. He’s a top-notch sorcerer.”
“Emodicus?” Ean stared after his muscular form in surprise. “I had no idea. Then again, I’ve only read about him in the context of a SkyRate competitor.”
“There’s no doubt about it. He’s also maxed out his combat level and performa level.”
“Maxed out? As in, level one hundred?”
“Yes.”
“How can you tell?”
“Ocumancy.”
“Wow. I don’t personally know any avatars that have maxed out. It’s crazy to be face-to-face with one.”  Ean’s stare shifted from surprise to deep respect.
Her fiancé’s eyelids crinkled in a skeleman’s smile. He tilted his skull to one side. “Actually, Ean…”
“Yeah?”
Elias shrugged. “Nevermind. It’s not important.”
“Oh… OK. Well, you know what is important, right?”
“And what’s that, my dear?”
“Lunch!”
***
Elias climbed the sharp crags to study the battlefield. Arms folded, the skeleman released a low whistle between his teeth. “Now, that’s interesting. Cyrus?”
The cyborg’s head popped out from behind a set of boulders. “What’s up, man?”
“Might want to see this for yourself.”
Clambering up next to him, Cyrus’ mechanical jaw dropped open. “Woah, that’s a lot of zombies.”
“Feeling lucky today?” Elias snapped his teeth together with an eager clack. Cyrus shot a glance at Mallie. “We’ve got plenty of healing potions, right? What about transport gems?”
Byron looked up from sorting his jewel box (again). “We’re good.”
“Well, Elias, I’ll leave the attack in your capable hands. Where to?”
“Straight into the fray.” Eli unsheathed Sacrimony with a hellish chuckle.
“So be it. May the Terran Pantheon have mercy on our souls.”
“Amen!” Elias cried, charging into the scrambling mass. The Firestone Guild followed his glinting aspect closely. Their undead foes mauled them with heightening ferocity, ravenous for flesh to sink their teeth into.
The artificer mage shone like pirate’s treasure among circling sharks. Beneath his shining guidance, the group kept together with ease, felling the undead right and left until they lost count. Cyrus switched his blade attachment for his mace, relishing the satisfying crunch of his weapon crushing muscle and bone. At length, they cleared a path into the overrun fort, and eventually rid it of enemies.
“Well,” panted Elias, sheathing his blade, “is everybody unscathed?”
“Almost.” Cyrus indicated Byron, who sat on a rock clutching his bleeding knee. “He’s at risk of zombification. Mallie?”
“Already on it.” The company healer flew to Byron’s side. “He’ll have to be out for a while for the antidote to take effect. Let’s carry him to one of the cots.”
“I’ve got him.” Elias swung the groaning gem mage over his shoulder. “Lead the way.”
While Byron slept, Cyrus, Elias, and Mallie started a fire and cooked some food. “It’s been a long time since you’ve been able to hang with us like this,” Cyrus grinned, knocking Eli a friendly punch. “Wouldn’t you like to do this more often?”
“As in, officially join your guild?” Elias shrugged and leaned back against a wooden chest. “Sure, but it’s not practical to think of just now. Especially with the Eclipsis tour and my new apprentice.”
“And the SkyRate Grand Championship,” sang Mallie. “Ean’s been on fire lately. Do you think she’ll win?”
Eli chatted his jaws together, lighting an ebony Whisker. “At the risk of sounding cold-hearted, I’ll be surprised – though overwhelmingly proud, of course – if she is able to beat Emodicus. He’s obtained superior training; he’s experienced on the Shiori Track; and his skycraft abilities and signature flight pattern are universally marked. He’s well known for his grace and adaptability.” The skeleman’s face darkened in a puff of sable smoke. “Also, he’s maxed out.”
“In combat or performa?”
“Both.”
“Both?” Cyrus and Mallie gawked at each other. “I’m guessing the player behind Emodicus is a game master, then,” Mallie added. “Possibly a beta tester.”
“Wouldn’t that disqualify him from the races, if he tested the SkyRate tracks themselves? At least, the ones included in the tournaments.”
“Haven’t looked into that,” Eli admitted. “It wouldn’t make sense to allow a beta tester to compete. However, I imagine that would depend on what elements of the game he tested. If he spent the entire test period in combat, for example, it wouldn’t matter if he decided to compete in skyboarding afterward.”
“I guess Lightcross will have to depend on luck for her win,” Cyrus stated. “That’s a real shame. She’s won the popularity vote, for sure. Every time I consult TerraWiki, her name pops up somewhere.”
“Along with somebody else’s,” Mallie teased, prodding Elias with her chopstick. “I saw the announcement for Eclipsis at the Kingdom of Klad. I can’t wait!”
A satisfied glint winked in Eli’s eye. “Neither can I. Music empowers me like nothing else can, fist-fighting the zombies included.”
“Or getting bitten?” Cyrus chortled. “Pardon me for saying so, but you seemed to enjoy that. Did the venom give you some kind of a rush?”
“That’s for me to know, and you never to find out,” Elias replied coolly. “I’m going to take a walk. Be back in a bit.” The skeleton rose to his feet and strode away, leaving Mallie and Cyrus to keep watch over the snoring Byron.
“Has he said anything about the wedding yet?” Mallie asked in a longing voice. “I keep messaging Ean about it, but she’s too busy training to answer. I love VR weddings!”
“No, he hasn’t said anything. Not to me, at least.”
“Maybe we’ll hear something definite after the Grand Championship race.”
“That’s what I think. However, it’s also possible that they’ll end up calling it off.”
“Noooooo!” cried the woodland pixie. “They wouldn’t do that to me! Why would you say such a thing, Cyrus?”
“VR marriages between avatars are downright silly,” the cyborg insisted. “Elias and I had a long chat about it before he fell for Lightcross. There’s like a seventy-percent divorce rate, or something. Such alliances are strictly practical for gameplay, like sharing inventory or merging and maintaining property.”
“They could meet up in person, though,” Mallie persisted. “Then it would be a real love story. So, there!”
The cyborg shook with mirth despite Mallie’s glare. “Oh, I can just see it now! Eli’s player is a forty-year-old married man, and Ean’s player is a teenage lesbian. Mark my words, it would end in disaster.”
“Hmph!” Mallie crossed her arms and tossed her head. “You’re just a heartless conglomeration of flesh and mechanisms, Cyrus. You have no faith in the goddess of love!”
Cyrus produced a good-humored shrug. “You never know who the player is behind the avatar, Mallie. You were my first friend in TerraWorks, and I still don’t know who you
are.”




chapter sixteen: emodicus
A steady cheer arose as the dark elf stepped forward. He carried his cerulean skyboard with ease, walking gracefully through the masses that parted for his advancement. His dusky complexion shone with an indigo gleam, and many a female avatar directed flattering glances toward him. Focused on the Shiori Track, Emodicus ignored them and powered up his board, mounting it with one dignified leap.
His semifinal competitors, Hyrule and Undine, started their engines on either side of him. According to informed spectators, Undine’s flight pattern had been erratic during her practice runs, and therefore she presented but little risk to Emodicus. Kristenia Hyrule, on the other hand, had completed each of her run-throughs with precision. The dark elf stole a wary glimpse of her, scrutinizing her thick strawberry-blond hair and pale face. Hyrule was a human-fairy hybrid, petite and agile; when it came down to sheer speed, she gave even the almighty Lightcross a run for her money.
The SkyRate MC proceeded with his inane babbling about the racers and their various qualifications. Emodicus tuned him out. Hyrule didn’t seem to be paying attention, either. Instead of ignoring the dark elf or acting shy, she faced him and boldly returned the full force of his scrutiny. “Will the darkness or the light prevail, I wonder?” she lisped, her voice quite soft and musical.
A haunting smile flickered across her foe’s lips. “Only the gods know.”
“Best of luck, Gale Emodicus.”
“Best of luck, Kristenia Hyrule.”
Releasing Hyrule from the tyranny of his gaze, Emodicus braced himself for launching speed. The countdown began. 3… 2… 1… Accelerate. His semifinal race was under way.
 Elias and Ean watched from the stadium bleachers. Ean’s hands were clenched with anticipation, her fingernails cutting thin red lines into her palms. Elias took notice and uncurled her hand, lacing his fingers between hers. “Here. Dig in as much as you like.”
“It won’t hurt?” she asked in a vague, offhanded tone. “Not at all,” Eli answered, shifting himself closer to her. “Any pain you inflict unfailingly brings me pleasure.”
Ean inclined her head toward his, but still couldn’t tear her optics away from the azure smudge of her dark-elf rival. “Any pain does what now?”
“I’ll explain later.” Elias unclasped his fingers to tuck his hand around her waist. “Looks like Emodicus is determined to keep first position throughout.” The sorcerer deftly shifted his weight to and fro, keeping his slight movements unpredictable. He was ensuring that his competitors couldn’t cut past him.
“That’s how he races.” Ean indulged in a few choice Terran obscenities. “TerraWiki speculation says he’s going to win the grand championship. He lost to the last season’s champion by one board length, and he’s been training tooth and nail ever since.” She toyed with her necklace anxiously. “Why didn’t I listen to Hex and get a flight coach?”
“Because you’re stubborn.”
Lightcross groaned. “Don’t remind me.”
“Hey,” Eli murmured, cupping her chin, “No matter what happens, you’re one of two Tournament of Champions finalists. That’s no small achievement. Don’t ever forget that, all right?”
“All right. Thanks, Eli.” Ean stretched her limbs in an effort to relax. “Could you give me a shoulder rub?”
Elias blinked serenely. “What will I get out of it?”
“My undying gratitude.”
“That’s all?”
“That’s all, buster.”
“I do not find these conditions sufficient.”
“You need to be bribed?”
“Affirmative.”
“Well, I’m not paying you; that’s certainty itself.”
“Are you willing to discuss the type of currency I request?”
“No.”
“You don’t even know what it is yet!”
“You’re looking as fiendish as Hades in the apocalypse. I’m not stupid.”
“Then how could you possibly object, Aphrodite?”
“Three very good reasons! I need to watch this race; I’m wearing lipstick today; and we’re in full view of thousands of avatars.”
“Nonsense. You can stream it later; wipe it off; and our relationship is old news by now.”
The half-elf sighed dramatically. “OK, but just once.” She gave him a quick peck on the cheekbone. “There, I paid you.”
“Not there.” Elias touched his jaws. “Here.”
“Spoiled thing, aren’t you?” Ean obeyed. She attempted to break away much sooner, but the skeleman held her tight against him. She laughingly wiggled out of his grasp. “My turn!”
Chuckling, Eli massaged her tense shoulders. “Nearly forgot about the race. Who’s winning?”
Ean rolled her ice-blue eyes. “As if you have to ask.”
“Still Emodicus, huh?”
“Naturally. I’m no saint for saying so, gods forbid, but it would be in my best interest if he slipped up enough for Hyrule to win. She’s an enchanting little speed demon, but I’ve got more experience. I could probably win against her.”
Elias removed his tablet and opened the race’s streaming app. “Looks like she’s angling to cut him now, Ean.”
“No way!” Lightcross snatched the device from his protesting hands. “They’re almost at the Shiori dive. She’s going to wreck them both.”
“Remind me what happens in that case?”
“With minor collisions, the race is reset at the halfway point. If you’re in a devastating crash (like I was… whoops), then you’re sent to the hospital with a fee, and a rematch is scheduled.”
Emodicus and Hyrule were approaching the 360 loop. Ean was hypnotized by the tablet’s projection, eyes wide with disbelief. “She wouldn’t!”
“Wouldn’t what? What’s she doing?”
“She’s going to do it!”
“Do what, Ean?”
Lightcross spluttered with indignation. “She’s going to try the-“
The SkyRate MC answered for her. “Looks like Hyrule is trying the Lightcross maneuver! She’s disengaged magnetic adherence! She’s in free-fall!”
As had been the case for Ean, Hyrule struggled to keep her skyboard’s nose fixed on the levitation tracks ahead of Emodicus. She re-engaged magnetic adherence, taking advantage of the track’s intense pull to propel her forward. “Will she make it, folks?” cried the MC. The audience went mad, extracting their tablets or Holopals simultaneously to get a closer view of the outcome.
Her skyboard levelled off just ahead of the dark elf.
Hyrule’s fans screamed. Elias laughed at his fiancé’s offended expression. She cleared her face with a shrug, smoothing her hair. “If my move helps her win against Emodicus, I guess I should be cheering, too.” Lightcross climbed to her feet and cupped her hands around her mouth. “Serve him his shiny blue ass, Hyrule!”
The audience around her chuckled. Ean blushed slightly and sat down again. “Got a bit carried away there. After all, she doesn’t have a very strong lead. He could still win.”
Elias played with her hair as they watched the end of the semifinal. Emodicus was slowly but surely gaining on Hyrule, cautiously evaluating the distance between the nose of his skyboard and the back of hers. “It was a good race,” Eli predicted, “much closer than I would have anticipated. But Emodicus is going to win.”
“You think so?”
“Yep. They’re getting into aerodynamic position now. Here comes the dive.”
The competitors melted into two colorful shadows as they shot into the dive, leaving poor Undine far behind them. A few seconds later, the indigo flash of Emodicus’ avatar symbol illuminated the finish line. “By the gods, what a beautiful race! A triumphant win for Gale Emodicus!”
Cobalt fireworks and dark-elf symbols erupted from all directions. Ean scowled. “I guess I’m finished, then. Even the Lightcross maneuver won’t save me from that bastard.”
Elias winked at her. “Never say never.”
***
Before logging off for the night, Ean and Elias met up with the Spectral Tyrants at the Pulse. Travis lit up when he saw Ean approaching, scurrying ahead to meet her first. “That’s one Hades of a rival you’ve got there, Lightcross. What’s the master plan?”
“I’ve hired an assassin,” Ean calmly
replied.
The were-cat’s wide eyes sparkled with amusement. “I won’t ask, and you won’t tell me. Want a drink?”
“Are you kidding? I need a drink.” Ean slid into the large purple booth with a groan. “About ten of them, I believe. What’s your drink, Sindaya?”
“Equinox sunset.” The attractive drummer tossed her braids and smiled.
“Really? That’s my favorite, too.”
Multiple conversations ensued. Elias, Oleon, and Kaspar talked Eclipsis, while Travis and Desmond settled their private bets on Emodicus versus Hyrule. Sindaya and Ean engaged in some light girl talk, swinging their feet beneath the curve of the veined tabletop. “Forgive me, but I have some friends who would kill me if I didn’t take the opportunity to ask you this,” Sindaya confessed. “When’s the wedding, and where’s the venue?”
“Haven’t got a clue,” Lightcross admitted. “We’ve both had too much going on to sit down and plan anything. Anyway, we’re not in any particular rush. We like being engaged.”
“Any idea what your dress is going to look like?”
“Probably a simple design in red. That’s my favorite color.”
Sindaya grinned. “Ah, I like it. White wedding gowns are so archaic.”
Ean nodded. “Tell me about it.”
“Is Elias going to keep his golden avatar design?”
“I’m assuming so. He doesn’t seem to be interested in changing back.”
“Do you like it?”
“To be honest, I thought it was too much at first. Outside of the concert, I mean. But I’ve grown fond of it. It’s really easy to pick him out of a crowd.”
The two girls shared a giggle. “That’s enough about me,” Ean asserted. “So, tell me about yourself, Sinnie. How long have you been part of the Spectral Tyrants?”
“Three years. It started out with just me, Travis, and Ollie. We advertised for a keyboardist, so that’s when we got Kaspar. Our band was originally called Metaphysical.”
“Wow, I had no idea. When did Elias come on board?”
“We discovered him by accident. We’d booked studio seven for a jam session, and Elias was tweaking vocal programs in studio six. Travis heard him first. He forced all of us into the hallway to listen. We were unanimous in the opinion that he was extremely good, so we…” Sindaya laughed. “We basically stalked him until we got a chance to corner him and beg him to be our vocalist.”
“Who was singing before he joined?”
“Kaspar. He has a fair voice, but he’d admit himself that he can’t hold a candle to Elias Mage. That creature has sacrificed his soul to the demon of song.”
Elias caught the tail end of her comment. “My invisible ears are burning,” he called. Lightcross chuckled. “Mind your own business. So,” turning back to Sindaya, “did Elias change the band name?”
“Yes. As I’m sure you noticed, his preferred genre is heavy metal. He insisted that Metaphysical just didn’t have the proper energy for the band. We fought him on it, labeled him a dictator, etc. But he just marched in one day and announced that he’d hit on the perfect name. He presented a holographic album cover he’d knocked together with Spectral Tyrants written on it. We couldn’t resist.”
“And Desmond joined after that?”
“Yes, he’s the newest member. Mostly the backup singer, but he takes Travis’ place on the guitar for the times Travis is late, or misses practice completely.” She directed a glare at the were-cat’s shaggy black head. He was busy persuading Desmond to take shots with him. “He’s a fun guy, but he doesn’t practice as much as he should.”
“Well, I didn’t sound half bad, if you ever decide you need a replacement,” Ean joked. Sindaya rose an eyebrow. “That’s not a bad idea. Would you consider joining?”
Ean’s heart fluttered as she considered all those long, music-filled, ecstasy-inducing hours with Elias Mage. “I’d say yes, but I need to improve my performa level before I play at any concerts. I tried to sing for filthy lucre once, and it didn’t go as well as I’d hoped for.”
“Is that so?” Sindaya crossed her arms, sizing Ean up with a knowledgeable eye. “I know I’ve only seen you once or twice so far, but I have streamed your SkyRate races as well. You’re practically dripping with charisma.”
“I am?” Ean’s tone betrayed earnest confusion.
“What’s your current performa level?”
“I don’t even remember. My SkyRate career has taken full control of my brain these days.”
“Take a look.”
Ean opened her profile screen and looked at the performa gauge. “Oh… my… gods.”
Sindaya leaned across the table. “So, what level are you?”
Ean gulped. “Sixty-seven.”
“I knew it had to be high! Nice going.” Sindaya knocked her a fist-bump. “You practiced a lot for your first song, huh? Did you accelerate your training with magic?”
“Never thought of that. I was in a rush.”
Sindaya tilted her head. “Then, how…?”
Perplexed, Ean bit the end of her thumbnail. “I don’t know.”  




chapter seventeen: of confessions
Ean wandered around the workshop while Elias gave closing instructions to his apprentice. They bid Tirion goodnight, and the couple departed hand-in-hand through the streets of Helios.
The half-elf turned her head to face him. “Eli?”
“Mmm?”
“How is it possible for me to suddenly reach performa level sixty-seven?”
Elias sighed and rubbed his temporal bone. “You don’t beat around the bush, do you?”
“I’d very much like to know.”
“Let’s get to my house first. The answer is somewhat involved.”
Ean shrugged. “OK.”
The skeleman stole an anxious glance or two. Ean hummed a low, cheerful tune as she walked, occasionally breaking into a few skipping steps. He relaxed. “You’re not angry with me?”
“I’m a little miffed that you would keep something from me, whatever that thing is. But I’d be lying if I said I was all-out angry.”
Elias nodded. He scanned his wrist at the front door, unlocking it, and they entered together. “Now,” Eli proceeded, sitting next to her on the couch and tapping his fingerbones together, “I think the first thing I should explain is that I’m maxed out.”
“I had my suspicions.”
“You did?” His midnight optics widened.
“Well, yeah. At least in charisma. What about your combat level?”
“Maxed out.”
“Cool.” Ean stretched out across the couch, laying her head in his lap. “When did you find the time to do that?”
“The beta testers for TerraWorks were encouraged to focus on combat. I was a beta tester. Having maxed out my combat level, I focused on charisma and became an artificer mage once the game was officially released.”
“Guess that explains why you don’t want to join any battle guilds. Been there and done that, right?”
“Pretty much.” He gave a modest shrug. “Once the Spectral Tyrants started making a name for themselves, I realized that my band was the project I wanted to concentrate on. Throughout my life, I’ve always found music to be strangely – I could say preternaturally – inspiring and empowering. Performa also strengthens my skills as an artificer mage. And then, reaching a high level of performa in TerraWorks can have an almost drug-like effect on the mind, it seems.”
“I’ve experienced that effect as well,” Ean murmured. “But how did my performa level increase so much, and so quickly? Did I siphon it off you somehow?”
“Hmm. Well, I suppose that would be a very loose understanding of the process. Since I’m maxed out, my avatar can’t absorb any more charisma. However, I’m constantly saturated in it thanks to the band’s popularity (and the need for us to practice). Over time, performa energy starts to build up in my immediate vicinity… but it has nowhere to go. For me, the effect is like continually sipping on an energy drink. I’m happy and animated, but I can’t rest, and sometimes I can’t think straight. It gets overwhelming.”
Ean laughed. “Is that what’s happening when you launch into an unsolicited soliloquy about nothing in particular?”
Elias rubbed his skull. “I guess so. Sorry about that. In my own defense, I’m not always aware that I’m doing it.”
“It’s OK. It’s kind of cute.” The half-elf smiled as he mussed her hair. “Anyway, does simply being around you expose me to this pool of surplus charisma?”
“It does, although the effects are slow and subtle. You absorbed a good deal more at once when you bit me.”
“Ooooh!” Ean breathed. “I always thought that was a weird request. You knew what would happen?”
“Believe it or not, I had no idea. The first time I asked you to do that, I was merely curious.”
She chuckled. “Yes, you do like to experiment.”
“I had the vague inclination… a plain old urge, I guess… that such a sensation would bring me some level of pressure-induced satisfaction.” He fingered his jaw thoughtfully. “I would explain further, but I doubt I could state it more precisely than that.”
Ean nodded. “I think it makes sense. When I absorbed the excess energy, it gave you some kind of a release.”
“Speaking of which…” Elias took her hands and pulled her up, then laid beneath her so she straddled him. “I could use a dose of your medicine right now, Doctor Lightcross.” He parted his shirt to expose the clavicle.
“Coming right up.” Ean graced him with a spirited kiss. “But first, I have one more question.”
“Yes?”
“Why me?”
“Why you?” Elias gazed questioningly into her earnest face.
“That first time you saw me, you were singing ‘The Ballad of Helios.’ Remember?”
“How could I forget?” Elias smoothed his hands along her arms.
“There was an entire TerraDome full of avatars. Plenty of gorgeous women, elves, and fairy hybrids. All of them were shouting your name. Any one of them, picked at random, would have been beside themselves to date you. What made you approach me?”
“Mmm.” Elias hesitated for a long time, tracing his fingertip against her cheek. “It’s rather difficult to summarize, but… I think it was your energy.”
“My energy?”
“Yes. You’re so mysterious, but at the same time, so exuberant and open. The exhilaration in your eyes (once I could see them!), your stance, and even your outfit, drew me to you. And I adore the way you walk through a crowd; you hold your head up with such confidence. And (as you know) I’m fascinated by your eyes and hair. By the way, did you know that in certain moods, the ends of your hair sparkle purple and scarlet?”
“Another vain customization of mine,” she admitted. “But I’m flattered that you even noticed it. Most avatars don’t.”
“That’s another trait I admire about you… your attention to artistic detail. Which leads me to ask you something else, before I get my medicine.”
She snapped a salute. “Fire away, commander.”
“Would you consider joining the Spectral Tyrants?”
Her ice-blue eyes jolted with electric glee. “Would I?” she practically shouted. “That’s just what I’ve been longing for you to ask me.” Delighted, she kissed her way to his clavicle, brushing it softly with her lips. “Phantom pleasure is no joke, Elias,” she warned him.
***
Back at the Shiori Hotel, Piragor slipped from his room and headed for the bar. He had
hoped that Ean would be free, so he wouldn’t end up drinking alone. But, as usual, she was spending every spare minute with Elias.
“She’s not training half so much as she needs to be, either,” he mumbled, very much in the mood to sulk. “If anyone asked me, I’d assure them that combining engagements and the SkyRate Grand Championship is a universally bad idea. But nobody ever asked me.” Sighing, he ran a hand through his blond hair until it stood on edge. “At any rate, I’ll keep trying to look on the bright side. She’s a finalist; she invited me here; and the Shiori Hotel has a splendid selection of beverages.”
He slipped onto a stool and motioned for the barkeeper. As he waited, his fingers aimlessly traced the wood grain of the tabletop. Another avatar took the stool beside him, but he ignored the newcomer and continued to draw imaginary pictures.
“You’re the training partner who works with Lightcross, correct?”
Piragor flinched with surprise. “Uh, yeah.” Turning to face the speaker, Piragor’s startled eyes absorbed the image of Gale Emodicus. The dark elf, clad in a long navy vest, leggings, and elven boots, returned his stare with an amused smile. A piece of cobalt twine held Gale’s blue-black hair in a glossy ponytail. “My apologies. I did not mean to startle you.”
“No problem. I didn’t expect to see you here.”
“Oh?” Emodicus raised one finely-sculpted eyebrow. “You think I consider myself too good to mingle with my fellow avatars?”
“That’s not what I meant. You just don’t strike me as the bar type.”
“Ah.” The barkeeper served Piragor, then slid Gale’s order across to him. As the elf caught it, Piragor noticed that even his fingernails shimmered with a dim indigo light. “If it is not too impertinent for me to ask,” Emodicus resumed, “how are the run-throughs proceeding? They are going well, I trust?”
Piragor shrugged and took a swig from his glass. “Her flight pattern is consistent, if that’s what you’re angling to know.”
Emodicus chuckled, his thin dark mouth barely lifting into a smile. “There has been a massive amount of publicity regarding her engagement to Elias Mage. (My congratulations to them.) I hope it does not become too distracting for her.”
“I’ll bet,” Piragor muttered beneath his breath. He took another draught of liquid solace. Gale’s fine pair of pointed ears heard his comment, but his complacent expression remained unaltered. “You do not seem pleased,” Emodicus said. “Do you not approve of Elias Mage?”
“If you’re looking for an informant, Emodicus, you’ll have to look elsewhere.”
The dark elf lowered his empty glass. He cornered Piragor with a slanted stare, appearing to read every subtlety as clearly as textbook print. “Ah. Classic jealousy.”
Piragor slammed down his glass with a bang. “I’m not jealous!”
“It’s either that, or you disapprove of Elias Mage for subconscious reasons. Which is it?”
“Why should I disapprove of him?” snapped Piragor, eager to steer the topic away from himself. Emodicus chuckled again with a light, silvery cadence. “Nevermind. I do not expect the general public to know certain… intricacies about skeletal avatars in general, nor Elias Jacoby Mage in particular. Still, even I cannot deny a certain gentlemanly charm about his person. He is truly unique, and that is something I can always appreciate, even in a rival.”
“A rival?” Piragor shot the elf a confused look. “Elias is your rival?” The tone of his query implied “And not Ean Lightcross?”
A long, awkward pause intervened as Emodicus casually ordered and consumed a second drink. “They are a formidable pair,” Gale assented. “However, I am far less concerned with Lightcross on a skyboard, than I am with Elias Mage before a golden staff.”
Piragor’s forehead wrinkled in confusion. “What do you mean,” he started to say, but was cut off as the dark elf rose from his seat, left exact change, and departed from the hotel.
Puzzle as he might (and did), Piragor could not make sense of what Emodicus had implied. All he could deduce was that Emodicus knew something about skeleton avatars that few people knew… and he had some reason to either dislike or distrust Elias Mage in particular.




chapter eighteen: skyrate grand champion
Elias lounged in the empty bleachers as Ean and Piragor tore through the Shiori Track. He was keeping an eye on the stopwatch for them, as well as glancing over some new music for the Spectral Tyrants. As he hummed the tune, he heard his fiancé’s ecstatic “Whoo-hoo!” accompanied by the crackle of her electric laughter. “That’s the Shiori dive,” he murmured, not needing to look up and confirm.
The familiar ruby-amethyst flash - signifying Ean’s victory - caught the corner of his vision. Eli stopped the timer. A sardonic grin crinkled his eyelids as he overheard her banter. “Haaaaaa! In your face, man! That’s three times in a row.”
Piragor’s distinct voice echoed across the stadium. “Look, I think it’s obvious by now that you need to book a few sessions with a flight coach. You’re not going to learn anything more by just racing against me.”
Eli’s eyes smiled again, this time at Ean’s answering groan. “You know I don’t like flight coaches, Piragor. They’re so stiff and… and programmy. Know what I mean?”
 Piragor’s reply was firm. “They can teach you techniques that I don’t know. Sorry for being so blunt here, but you’d be a fool at this point not to spend at least a couple of hours with one. You’re precise and alert, your turns are tight, and your A-position has improved. But, having said all that, you’re becoming too settled, too predictable. You need a trick or two up your sleeve.”
“I’ve got the Lightcross maneuver!”
“Which Emodicus has studied inside, outside, and backwards.”
“How do you know?”
“Because he’s not stupid.”
As Ean continued to protest, the skeleman chuckled at the unmistakable ring of Piragor’s mounting frustration. Elias closed his sheet music app. Pocketing his hands in his leather jacket, he strolled down the stairs and, following their voices, wandered into the track’s parking deck.
Ean slipped her arm through Eli’s, gazing up at him pleadingly. “You wouldn’t subject me to the droning instructions of a flight coach, would you, Eli? You believe in my inherent skycraft skills, don’t you?”
Elias bent and graced her earlobe with a brief, playful nip. “I agree with Piragor on this one, my dear. Emodicus is the best there is – in many ways, I might add – and if you want to beat him, you’re going to have to utilize every tool at your disposal. Come now, be a good girl and book a few sessions.”
Ean pouted. “What are you going to do, then?”
Elias un-pocketed his hands and extracted his tablet. “I’ve got some new songs to review for the Spectral Tyrants. And I perceive that you’ve wearied Piragor half to death with your nonsense, so he needs a break.”
“All right, all right. You needn’t rub it in. I’m going!” Ean stood on tiptoe to kiss him. Elias dodged her attempt, forcing her to chase him. He jokingly wiped her kiss away once she’d finally landed it. “Get out of here, Lightcross. We’re expecting you to win, gods-dammit!”
“Love you, Eli.” She skipped away, singing a winsome elvish tune. Eli’s dark eyes shone with affection. “Love you, too.”
Piragor couldn’t resist a smile. “The chemistry between you two is unreal. Have you guys…” He shook his head. “Nevermind. That’s not any of my business.”
Elias tore his attention away from Ean’s dancing form. “Ah, what the Hades, man. Go ahead and ask. Have we what?”
“Have you guys met up in person? You know, outside of TerraWorks?”
“Not yet. But I’ve been considering it.”
“Before or after the wedding?”
Elias grunted, brushing his fingerbones against his mandible. “By the gods, that’s a very good question. I’ll have to prioritize the answer.”
“Do that after the grand championship race,” Piragor insisted. Elias laughed. “Yes, of course, after! She’s scatter-brained enough as it is.”
“I’m glad you agree.”
Suddenly, Eli looked past Piragor’s shoulder. His eyes narrowed. “Hey, I’ll talk to you later, OK?” Patting him on the shoulder, Elias walked back toward the bleachers. Piragor shrugged and extracted a transport gem from his inventory. “I’m craving some sushi.” He vanished in a bright green flash.
Elias glanced over his shoulder to ensure that Piragor was gone. Quickening his pace, he confronted the avatar standing in the shadows. “You wanted to speak with me?”
Emodicus nodded. “I won’t take up much of your time.”
The skeleman leaned against the bleacher supports, arms crossed. “And how the devil have you been, Emodicus? You seem to be even more… blue… lately. If that’s possible.”
“I prefer the term cobalt.” The dark elf’s lobes glittered with sapphire-studded ear chains. “As gratifying as your observations are, however, I came here to discuss Ean Lightcross.”
“How interesting.” Elias drew out his words with significance, eyeing the elven sorcerer up and down. “You’re afraid she’s going to beat you.”
“If she does,” Gale Emodicus said, arms likewise crossing, “it will be because you helped her.”
“Define ‘helped.’ I’m not exactly trained in skycraft, Emodicus.”
“No. But you are versed in ocumancy. Am I right?”
A slight twitch creased the corner of Eli’s eye. “You’re familiar with the term?”
“Oh, yes. Quite familiar. In fact, I myself find ocumancy useful from time to time.”
“Is that right?”
“Just like you, I
can see something that most other avatars cannot: the other players’ skills and state of enchantment.”
“Right, then.” Elias shrugged and tilted his skull. “Just spit it out.”
Emodicus lowered his voice. “Is your fiancé aware that you’re using her to get to me?”
Eli’s chest rattled with his low, diabolical chuckle. “I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re alluding to.”
“I think you do. Ophidious.”
The skeleman’s eyes narrowed. His teeth snapped together with a sharp, intimidating clack. “You think I am the cursed fay sorcerer?”
“Now, listen to yourself, Elias. Does it really matter to you what I think? No, my old friend.” The elf’s dark blue eyes twinkled deviously. “The only thing that matters is what I know.”
Elias resumed his former indifference. “You don’t know anything. You’ve always tried to bluff your way into business that doesn’t concern you.” He shifted through his inventory for a Whisker smoke, lighting it with cool nonchalance.
Emodicus assumed a cold smile. “I understand. Consider this your first and last warning. If you intend to subvert my position as the Fell Sorcerer, you’ll live to rue the day.”
“Well, the joke’s on you, buddy.” Elias exhaled scented wreathes of jetty smoke. “Skeletons are nocturnal.”
Gale Emodicus bowed and walked away. “Ophidious isn’t.”
***
“Beloved citizens of TerraWorks!”
The SkyRate MC’s call blared across the packed stadium. Casting his gaze across it, Elias realized that the crowd was evenly divided between various shades of sapphire blue, or Ean’s ruby-amethyst combination. Fireworks burst overhead, alternately boasting the finalists’ avatar symbols in their trailing wake. The MC’s announcement recommenced. “Welcome to the SkyRate Grand Championship Race at Shiori Islands!”
Although the skeleman couldn’t see his fiancé, he could feel her nervous energy radiating across the tracks. “You can do this, Lightcross,” he murmured. “Just stay focused.” Despite his calm tone, Elias felt an unconquerable need for a smoke. He deftly removed a cigarette – his third one that day, in reckless defiance of his prior edict – and his fingerbones trembled as he lit it. Piragor chuckled, reaching over to steady his wrist. “Take it easy, Eli. I’d say she’s got the best chance of any racer in the whole of TerraWorks.”
Elias snorted. “How very astute. I just don’t want her to kill herself.”
“Right. It would be good if she didn’t do that.”
The MC’s exuberant voice interrupted them. “May I have your attention, beloved citizens? We have a special announcement!”
“Mmm. What’s this?” Elias leaned forward on the bleachers, eyes bright with curiosity. Piragor shrugged. “I don’t know. They’ve never done this before.”
The MC continued. “The architects of the Shiori Track have a little surprise for our finalists.”
A low rumble issued from the levitation tracks. Several of them began to shift. New loops, tunnels, and challenging turns morphed into place. Most intimidating of all, the Shiori dive lengthened, its notorious tunnel burrowing underground. The audience’s collective gasp flooded the stadium, followed quickly by cheers and applause.
“How about that, folks! Give the SkyRate architects a round of applause!”
Excitement and enthusiasm rippled from the crowd. Piragor’s demeanor paled. “Oh, gods. It’s basically a whole new track. That’s insane.”
Elias emitted a low whistle. “By the Terran Pantheon! Consider me impressed.”
“Yeah, man, it’s cool and all that. But how is Ean going to handle this?”
The artificer mage shrugged, folding his gleaming arms. “I’d imagine that she has a better chance of beating Emodicus now. I saw a few of his run-throughs, and I assure you, he could fly the original track with his eyes closed. This will throw Emodicus off just as much as Lightcross.”
Piragor’s green eyes lit up. “I see what you mean. They’re on more equal footing now.”
“Precisely. Elementary, my dear Watson.”
Piragor glanced at him blankly. “Who the Hades is Watson?”
Elias laughed. “Nevermind.”
***
A miniature earthquake rippled beneath Ean’s skyboard. Her jaw dropped in amazement as the tremors radiated outward, culminating in various sections of the Shiori track raising, lowering, or outright vanishing as new ones took their places. “Almighty Kanthesis!” she breathed. “And every unholy deity of the Pantheon. I did not see this coming.”
Looking over her shoulder at Emodicus, she felt a little bit better when she saw his expression was just as shocked as her own. Looks like even the great Gale Emodicus didn’t anticipate this. That just might give me the edge I needed. Ean reached into her vest pocket and withdrew her round red-and-purple glasses. Donning them, a wide smile of joyful anticipation crossed her lips. No matter what happens next, you’re here. You’re a Grand Championship finalist. And you get to be the first to race on the Shiori Track 2.0!
Gale’s emotionless tenor fractured her thoughts. “Why are you cackling like a witch? I see nothing funny about this.”
Ean could feel her nervous excitement channeling into an all-absorbing vigor. She shifted her weight, unable to stand still. “Focus, darkling elf,” she hissed, the ends of her hair lifting and snapping with multicolored static. “This is a night race. It’s my race. You’ll be eating my dust for breakfast.”
“Whatever you say, Lightcross.” Emodicus resumed his bored, nonaffected tone, but he stole a puzzled glance at the brewing storm beside him. What’s gotten into her?
The alternating scarlet and violet pulses from her skyboard mimicked lightening beneath her feet. Her hair lifted into a glossy, thickened cloud, alive with electricity. As the countdown began – In 3… 2… 1. Accelerate – Ean’s ecstatic chuckle grew into loud, maniacal laughter.
Emodicus frowned. Just what has Elias Mage created?
Is she…
the Anathema?
With an ear-splitting blast, the competitors accelerated into the unknown.
Emodicus shook the thought from his bewildered head. His body felt off-balance as it was lurched into unfamiliar turns, curves, and loops. The elf steadied his breathing, crouching slightly, allowing the skyboard’s magnetic adherence to take the lead. Speed is all that matters now. I have to stay ahead of her.
Night races were dizzying enough on familiar tracks. The dark arches of the tracks were sporadically lit with neon arrows and section indicators. All and sundry passed him in a blur. Aware of Ean’s close proximity, Emodicus scowled and tried to intimidate her by banking sharply in her direction. She eased her skyboard out of the way, laughing. “Where’s all your smooth confidence gone, ‘Modi?”
How can she be joking about this? Emodicus knelt into full aerodynamic position, attempting to maintain control by the subtle lean of his body. Ean remained standing. The two remained nose-to-nose for what seemed to be a lifetime. At length, Ean began to pull ahead, tackling a hellish triple corkscrew with enviable fluidity.
Emodicus stood back up with a growl of impatience, but he saw he was too late. The expanded Shiori dive loomed before them. Lightcross was focused now (and no longer laughing); the half-elf’s resolute silence was far more daunting to Emodicus than her laughter.
The finalists plunged over the side, feeling as if the entire universe had been snatched from beneath their feet. There were only a few feeble lights in the tunnel. If it hadn’t been for Ean’s colorful skyboard, the elf would have seen precious little. As it was, he could see Lightcross falling straight down beneath him. Her lithe figure knelt to absorb the impact as the track’s magnetic adherence re-engaged.
So be it. Emodicus closed his eyes.
Five seconds later, the finish line burst into the colors and symbol of Ean Lightcross.
The half-elf skidded to a halt, dismounting before her skyboard powered down. She punched her fists into the air over and over again, “Yes! Yes! By the gods, what a rush! Yes!”
Emodicus powered down and approached her to shake hands. “Congratulations.”
Lightcross gripped his palm cheerfully. “You’re amazing, Emodicus. I’m so honored that I could race against you.”
“And win.”
She flushed to her ears, laughing. “Yes. And win!”
Emodicus bowed to her. He turned to bow to his disappointed fans, then strode away, his muscular shoulders tense with irritation.
Elias Mage. Be prepared to answer to me.
Ean’s eager gaze sought for her fiancé. Puzzled, she ran straight up the bleachers to the section where he’d promised he would be. She found Piragor, but not the skeleton. “Where’s Eli?” she yelled, struggling to avoid drowning in the mob.
Piragor held up his hands, indicating helpless ignorance. Lightcross frowned. She turned to descend the stairs. Looking down, she spotted Elias standing just across the finish line, shining brightly beneath the stadium lights.
The audience encouraged her to join him. She proceeded slowly, grinning from ear to ear.
The skeleman waited with commendable patience. His gilt hands were clasped behind his back. The spiked collar of his leather trench coat framed his golden skull, which was just as handsome to Ean as the head of any living prince. Once she stood before him, he descended on one knee.
Her first remark convulsed the crowds with mirth. “You’ve already proposed, genius.”
Elias chuckled. “Ean Lightcross, will you marry me? Right here, right now.”
“Oh, gods.” Ean trembled. Elias cradled her shaking fingers in his, raising his voice over the stadium’s deafening shrieks. “Until death do us part, my dear.”
“Until death do us part.”
Elias stood and swept his wife into a passionate kiss. The fireworks above them erupted into a new avatar symbol. Eli’s skull grasped a rose between its teeth, while Ean’s double cross bloomed along the frontal bone. “You never do anything halfway,” Ean smiled, tracing his cheekbone with her finger. “That’s one of the many things I adore about you.”
“Oh, this is just the beginning. The night is still young.” So saying, Elias cradled her in his arms and removed a transport gem. “Hold onto me tight, my wife.”
A thrill tickled her nerves. “Say that again.”
Elias obeyed, with his deliciously low laughter. “My wife.”




chapter nineteen: to find the holy grail
The following evening, Ean logged into TerraWorks and glanced around the castle suite. Elias had not arrived yet. Humming contentedly, Ean swiped through her outfit options and chose a black satin dress with high slits. On her way out of the bedroom, she spotted her Holobox sitting on the charging station. Grinning, she tapped the device and greeted Hexadecimal. “Rise and shine! Mommy’s home.”
Hex bowed. “Good evening, Mrs. Mage.” He wore a tiny crown of cherry blossoms in honor of their wedding. The half-elf giggled. “Mrs. Mage. Now, that’s going to take some getting used to.” She attached the Holobox to her shoulder strap. “Elias isn’t here yet. Want to explore the castle with me?”
“I would be honored.”
Ean passed through the opulent silver doors, her footsteps pattering down the long corridor. “This is Vermillion Castle, built right on the edge of Lilla Forest. It’s small, but it’s private. We have the entire place to ourselves.”
“It is just the sort of getaway you’d enjoy, Ean-san. Your husband is very thoughtful.”
“I think so, too.” Ean’s complexion flushed as she smiled. “Look at all these ornate carvings! Oh, this room must be another master suite.” Cracking the double doors open, the half-elf peered inside eagerly. “I was right. It’s a little smaller than ours, though.” She closed the doors and continued down the hall. “That’s a library. Elias and I had a midnight snack there yesterday. That’s a hallway that connects to the separate bath house; I’m tempted to jump in there and soak right this minute. The tub’s rosewater infusions are divine. That’s an antique billiard room, can you believe it? Vermillion Castle is downright quaint, but I’m in love with it.”
“I have just received word from Elias. He says he will be with you in another half-hour.”
“Perfect. I’ll whip up something to eat.”
Approaching the grand staircase, Ean slid down the banister and skipped through the sprawling living room into the kitchen. Checking the ingredients available, she scrolled through her recipe lists until she landed on roast chicken and broth rice. “Wholesome, but not too fancy. Sounds good.” She hesitated. “Of course, Elias doesn’t usually eat, but his avatar can keep up appearances.”
The half-elf prepared the meal, shrugging at the short amount of time her task consumed. “If I had one complaint about TerraWorks, it’s that cooking is too easy. It’s not much of a challenge.” She checked the dining room table, then stole back to the library to fetch a book.
When Elias logged in, he was greeted by a charming scene. The castle was aglow with twilight and warm with the scent of dinner. His wife was engrossed in a novel, firelight playing softly over her satin dress, and highlighting her red hair. His lids crinkled in a smile as he contrasted this peaceful, elegant personage with the volatile, half-maniacal racer from last night. “May I approach the throne, your majesty?”
Color leapt into her face at the sound of his voice. She dropped her book. “Elias!” Laughing, she gracefully extended her hand. “You may approach.”
Elias joined her before the fire, reaching down to hold her hand. “You’re beautiful.”
“Thank you, sir. You’re looking very handsome yourself.” The skeleman had switched back to his original pearl-white frame, although his cranium remained studded with alternating rubies and diamonds. Elias noticed her gaze lingering on them. “They’re infused with various charms, so they’re not entirely the result of vanity. They serve a practical purpose.”
“I like it. I imagine we’ll be seeing more skeleton avatars around TerraWorks, thanks to the fame you’ve accumulated. Bejeweled skulls will become all the rage.”
Elias chuckled. He scooped her up and carried her to the couch. “Do we have some time before dinner, my lady?”
“Of course. We can eat whenever.”
Winking at her, Eli unbuttoned his collared shirt. “I’ve been waiting for this all day.”
She crossed her arms, affecting haughtiness. “What, nothing for me? No gifts?”
“As a matter of fact, there might be a little something for you in your inventory.” He laughed. “Forgive me – our inventory. They’re joined now.”
“I’ll look at it later, if you don’t mind.” Ean lovingly cradled his skull between her hands, touching their foreheads together. “I could hardly focus at work today. I missed you so much.”
“Mmm. Not as much as I missed you.”
“Oh, really? I doubt that.”
“I’ll prove it if I must.”
“You must.”
In answer, Elias traced his fingers along her arms. He grasped her wrists. Bringing his jaws close to her ear, the skeleman growled, making her laugh. “Is that a challenge?” he whispered.
***
Much later, the couple relaxed in the castle bedroom. Candles flickered on marble mantles, gentle breezes stirred from the open balcony, and a large vase of gem flowers – one of Eli’s gifts – reflected the starlight. Elias was trailing his fingers up and down Ean’s bare back. “You asked me once why I had chosen you. Do you remember?”
His wife turned to face him, smiling. “I remember.”
Eli lifted a lock of her hair to breathe in its rosy scent. “I want to ask you the same question. Why me?”
“For your deadly good looks, of course.”
“Naturally.” His midnight eyes blinked in a slow, passive manner, barely repressing a jovial glimmer. “What else?”
“Your determination and your confidence. There’s a fine line between being confident and being a self-worshipping jerk, but you’ve managed to straddle the fence without crossing it.”
Eli’s ribcage rumbled with a despotic chuckle. “Thank you. Proceed.”
“And your passion.” Ean’s ice-blue eyes burned with suppressed energy. “I’ll never forget the first time I saw you onstage. I’m aware of how tacky this sounds, but… I swear, I could see the fire of the gods emanating from every part of you. Every look, every gesture, and every bone. You sang like Lucifer himself. Part of me was a little frightened, even, but I couldn’t look away.”
“Are you still frightened of me now?”
“Sometimes. You do have a devilish temper, you know.”
Elias laughed. “I see we’ve progressed to my faults. That didn’t take long.”
 “Sorry.” Ean softly kissed his clavicle, causing him to shudder. “You know, I’ve been meaning to tell you. The last few times we’ve been this close, I’ve wanted to bite you. It’s been giving me a rush, too. Is that normal?”
“Charisma is like a drug.” Elias caressed her waist. “As you absorb more, you need more at once to experience the same heady effect and inspiration.”
“What will happen when we’re both maxed out on performa?”
“You’ll be fine. You’re half-elf, so your body is designed to retain or cycle out excess charisma, whichever is needed. At the same time, you’ll be able to siphon the energy I can’t handle.” He snuggled up to her with a tender embrace. “We’re factually perfect for each other.” Elias stroked Ean’s hair as he held her, then withdrew to look her in the eyes. “Ean?”
“Hmm?”
“Let’s meet up in person.”
Her eyes widened. “You really want to?”
“As long as you can reassure me that you are, in fact, a woman.”
Ean laughed. “I swear by the Terran Pantheon that I’m a woman. And you’re a man, right?”
“Male, twenty-eight years old, and single. Very single.”
She poked him in the ribs. “If you weren’t logged into TerraWorks so much, flirting with me, you’d probably be dating in real life.”
“What about you? You’re still single, right?”
“No, I’m married. To some skeletal freak named Eli, I believe...”
He poked her in return. “Do you want to meet me?”
She faltered. “To tell you the truth, I’m nervous.”
“What about?”
“What if it, you know…” she sighed. “I know it’s selfish, but what if meeting in real life detracts from what we’re experiencing now?”
“You’re afraid the reality will break the dream.”
“Exactly.”
“You’re afraid that I’m nowhere near as handsome as my avatar?”
Ean giggled, scuffing his skull with the palm of her hand. “Oh, I’m petrified that you won’t actually be a skeleton. The very idea makes me quiver with disgust and rage.”
Elias leaned in for a kiss. “Think about it, Ean. I’ll honor your decision regardless, but I want you to know that I’ll do whatever it takes to meet with you.”
“Even if you have to jump on a plane?”
“Yes.” His long, ivory forefinger stroked her cheek. “I am truly… deeply… in love with you, Ean Lightcross.”
***
 Two weeks later, a young woman with short auburn hair crossed a busy street. It was mid-afternoon, but the coffee shop she entered was still crowded. Ean immediately plugged her holographic assistant into an empty charging port, and sat down to wait.
Her self-conscious gaze darted to her work clogs. I should have changed before I left. She bit the end of her thumb to relieve the anxious pressure building in her mind. This could be one of the best days of my life… or the worst.
A crisp, determined tread caused her to look up.
The young man walking toward her was pale, but composed, his hazel eyes bright with expectation. A 3-D engineer’s division badge shimmered from his lapel. His wire-framed Smart Tech glasses were slipping awry; he deftly pushed them back into place. “Ean Muller?”
She blushed so thoroughly that she felt certain her ears were on fire. “That’s me.”
He bowed à la Elias Mage. “William Klein.”




Stay tuned for the sequel
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