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      Ali’s chin slipped from his hand, his head nearly plunking against the keyboard. Waking up with a jolt, he checked if his fellow technicians had seen, but it looked like he was in the clear. That was one good thing about working as tech help for a virtual reality game — the visors hid the judgmental stares.

      He’d stayed up too late last night playing the game, The Everlands, himself, and now he was nodding off on the job again. Slapping his face as subtly as he could, he focused again on his screen and took the next available logged issue.

      It was a text submission with a single line: They won’t let me out.

      Ali blinked. That was a bit out of the ordinary. He quickly typed back. Hello, Gorget. Thanks for contacting Tech Support. Can you be more specific about the issue you’re encountering today?

      He received a response back quickly. The Valyn. The gods. I don’t know anymore. But they won’t let me out.

      Ali’s heart was starting to thump harder. Are you saying that your log off feature isn’t functioning?

      I can’t leave this dungeon. I can’t leave the game. They say I’ll destroy Absalom. I’ve told them I won’t touch him. I just wanted to see. Now, I just want to leave.

      Ali read the message twice, then glanced at the open door to the office of his manager, Mr. Henderson. Mr Henderson had told everyone in Tech Support that The Everlands couldn’t afford a PR disaster. With VR gaming at this level of sophistication being a completely new thing, any hitch could mean disaster for the future of the company. And no job for Ali. Hang in there, he typed back to the player Gorget. We’ll get you out soon. Then he took a deep breath. It was time to dive in.

      Copying the player’s in-game coordinates — and only staring at them, impressed, for a moment — Ali put on his portable VR headset. He was logged in within moments, and the darkness of the dungeon filled his screen. He could barely see the outline of Gorget’s avatar curled up in the corner of the cell.

      “Hello, Gorget. I’m here to assist you. You've had issues logging out?”

      The avatar’s head snapped up. “Behind you!” he screamed.

      An ear-splitting sound boomed through Ali’s headphones, and his vision fuzzed. He tore off the headset with a cry. The other techs were definitely looking now, but Ali didn’t care. Chills ran down his spine. “Nothing to see here, folks,” he said with a nervous laugh, but he hadn’t needed bother. They were already returning to their screens and visors. barely acknowledging they’d been disturbed.

      Sitting back down, his fingers flew as he diagnosed the problem. But he kept running into wall after wall. He glanced at the headset. He had to go back in.

      As soon as he put them back on, he knew they were dead. Ali took the headset off again with a sigh. That’d be a serious tick on his record.

      But he had more important things to worry about. Something had fried his headset. Something was keeping that player Gorget trapped in The Everlands. This was a serious glitch, big enough that he had to report it to the manager.

      He swallowed. Out of the “frying” pan and into the fire, you might say.

      He rose and walked to the door — which was open, since management had “an open door policy” — and tapped on the frame. “Come in,” Mr. Henderson said wearily from within.

      Ali came in. “Hello, sir.”

      The manager blinked up at him. “Ah, Aaron. What can I do for you?”

      Ali gave a nervous laugh and didn’t bother correcting him on his name. Mr. Henderson never seemed able to get it right, even though it was about as simple as they came. “I, uh, have a pretty serious glitch on my hands that I need to run by you. A player says he’s stuck.”

      Mr. Henderson stared owlishly at him. “Stuck?”

      “Er, yes sir. He can’t log off.”

      His manager shifted back in his chair, eyes unfocused for a moment. “Are you sure? Did he tell you that?”

      Ali tried not to fidget with his hands. “Not directly, actually—”

      “Oh. Well.” Mr. Henderson smiled. “Do ask him then. Maybe it’s a simple misunderstanding.”

      Much as he didn’t want to, Ali knew he had to push this. “I don’t think it’s just that. I think he’s actually stuck.”

      The manager sighed. “If he can’t log off, send me the specs of the issue log. I’ll address it myself.”

      “Yes, sir.” But as Ali left the office, he didn’t feel any easier about the situation. There was nothing his manager could do that any tech couldn’t; in fact, he could probably do quite a bit less. And besides, that wasn’t the way The Everlands was designed. The game was run, maintained, and innovated by AIs that doubled as in-game gods. Theoretically, bugs like this would be caught and patched by the AIs as soon as they occurred. He and his coworkers of Tech Support were mostly there to lend a human face to helping with player problems.

      But this — this felt like it went beyond a simple glitch. This was the sort of game-breaking error that the AI-gods were supposed to stop in the first place. And with mention of this Absalom — a name Ali had never heard before, and he knew the game well — he was getting a bad feeling about this.

      The proper channels weren’t going to address this. They couldn’t; they weren’t made for it. So he’d just have to go via the improper ones.

      Going back to his computer, he pulled up a private chat window. Hey. I have something I need you to get to the bottom of.

      The reply came a minute later. You know I don’t want anything that isn’t crucial to the game.

      This is crucial, Ali said with a smile. Sheika, his friend and already an in-game expert, was always like that. But once he told her about this, she’d be all over it like a kid with a candy. He didn’t know anybody who loved the game as much as her.

      Fine. Lay it on me.

      Ali stretched his fingers, glanced at his manager’s office, and began to type.
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      I stared up at the holographic sign, mounted on a building that was the diametrical opposite of it. While the sign was sleek and popped with colors and eye-catching detail, the building looked like it had been transported from a medieval German town, with half-timbering, a faux-thatched roof, and all the other works. I grinned to myself, not caring how stupid I looked to passersby.

      Today was the day I was getting inside.

      I wasn’t the first person to stop and stare. The new, first fully VR MMORPG had everyone looking like nutcrackers with their jaws hanging open, and I was no different. Popping out from the sign were the slew of races I’d read up on that frequented the game. Above them were the Pantheon, the in-game gods who not only maintained the game to keep everything perfect and bug-free, but also played a role in the The Everlands itself. Under the sign, text scrolled by like an old-timey marquee:

      

      The Adventure of a Thousand Lifetimes! Limitless Quests, Storylines, and Characters, Ever-changing and  Always Fascinating! Play The Everlands Today!

      

      I knew it was no exaggeration, and was frothing at the bit to try it.

      But there was a problem. You had to be 21 to enter the parlors where you could play it, it being too sophisticated for personal systems. I was just 17.

      My friends, geeks and nerds down to the last of them, had all resigned themselves to waiting until they “came of age,” as you will, to try it. I, however, had tried everything I could to enter. I’d hunted down that one guy every school seems to have who makes fake IDs for all the jocks and cheerleaders and got one myself, but the bouncer caught me at the front. I’d gotten my older brother, who was 22, to try and “escort” me in, but we got turned away then as well. I would have tried pretending to be my older brother but, well, I’m skinny and he’s fat, so that wouldn’t pan out too well.

      But after staking out the place for a week, I finally had a way. Today, I would finally get into the parlor, and I’d log in to the huge, wide world of the Everlands. I’d explore a new (read: better) reality, and become someone badass and awesome.

      It wasn’t that I hated my life. Sure, I was having a bad run with the ladies at the moment: Karen, my girlfriend of a ten months — ex-girlfriend now — had wanted me to say the big “L” word, but I wasn’t ready for that. How the hell was I supposed to say I loved her when more than half the time I’d rather kick it with the guys and bust aliens with the Needler on Halo? To make matters worse, Karen was part of our friend group, one of three gamer chicks in our high school, and she played the same instrument as me in band, the saxophone. So there was no escaping her anywhere I went.

      And sure, my home life could be better. My brother was causing waves by moving in with his girlfriend after they’d only been dating six months. My parents — divorced, by the way — had started squabbling about it every chance they could get. Somehow, my own issues got thrown into the mix: my plummeting grades, my lack of initiative in applying to colleges (I’d skipped a year of school in grade school), and, of course, the main problem of all: my so-called video game addiction.

      What they didn’t understand was that video games weren’t just an addiction, like they were a disease or something you caught and cured. They were a way of life. Maybe it bothered me a little bit, sometimes, when I was struggling to sleep (I’m a diagnosed insomniac, so there’s that). But mostly, I was having the time of my life.

      Suffice to say, I was ready to have the best time of my life playing The Everlands.

      Everything I’d heard made it out to be just as epic as I’d imagined. While the original code was architected by humans, the world was maintained, changed, and innovated now by limited AIs. Sure, they’d have their coders’ biases, but otherwise they wouldn’t have the limitations a human would have. They could work tirelessly and execute flawlessly an infinite number of possibilities, making the virtual reality, as their advertising went, truly unlimited, as well as free of overbearing hands. How it developed from here was truly in the hands of the players and their choices within the world.

      I was literally sweating with eagerness to get started. Gross, I know. But wouldn’t you be?

      But first, I had to do the infiltration. I moved around to the back of the building through a narrow alley where the dumpster behind the parlor was. Ducking behind the dumpster, I put down my backpack and quickly took out the kitchen outfit I’d pilfered from the trash a few days ago and put it on over my clothes. It had a stain down the front of the shirt and was a size too large, but I just cinched my belt and set my resolve. I couldn’t fail, or I’d never get to play. Or as close to never as counted — three and a half years was a lifetime in terms of gaming. I didn’t want to be playing irrelevant dinosaurs while the sleek starship was just out of grasp.

      So I walked up to the backdoor and took a deep breath. This led to the kitchens, I knew from my week of stakeout. I didn’t have a key, but people regularly came out back for smoke breaks and tossing out the trash. I took out the pack of cigarettes I’d snuck from Dad’s supply at home, knocked one into my hand, then clumsily set to lighting the end. I didn’t smoke, but I pretended to be lazily doing so, leaning against the parlor wall, until someone finally came out the door.

      It was a heavyset older woman, who immediately spotted me and donned a scowl. “What are doing back here? Get back to work, or I’ll make sure you don’t work another day of your life!”

      I sneered a little, as I thought my cover character might, then slouched inside the door the woman held open for me, her eyes scrutinizing me the whole way. “And tomorrow,” she said to my back, “come with a clean shirt!”

      I hid my smile as I pressed through the swinging door and into the bustling kitchen. People moved everywhere, and steaming smells assaulted my nose. Some of the food was the same as could be found at any bar, but there was a specialty line for the more hardcore gamers. A whole wall of the kitchen had rows upon rows of blenders and food processors. This was for making sure those people who stayed under longer than a day (the recommended limit was 24 hours, but the parlor wouldn’t cut them off until 72 hours had passed) still had the sustenance to keep them alive and relatively healthy. Same went for water and bathroom business. I sympathized, but I couldn’t see myself going that far. I mean, it might be the best game ever made, but in the end, The Everlands was still just a game. Have some self-respect, people!

      At least, that was what I was saying from this side of it.

      Everyone was so busy that people barely glanced at me, except to note my stain with a disdainful look. I ignored them and passed through, my stomach a jangle of nerves and excitement. It was working. I couldn’t believe this was so easy.

      “Hey, man, where you going?”

      My blood suddenly ran cold. I slowly turned around to see a long-faced, long-haired twenty-something guy staring at me with bloodshot eyes.

      “Just to the bathroom,” I said as casually as I could. I gestured to my shirt. “Spilled a little something.”

      The guy slowly looked down at my stain. I swear a whole minute passed before a slow smile spread across his face. “Yeah, man. Get that cleaned up. Then I could use a hand on Station 6, you know?”

      “Yeah, man,” I said, imitating his slow drawl. The guy was so out of his mind baked, he had to have smoked something in the last five minutes. “I’ll see you there.”

      He gave a slow nod, then made his way back towards the kitchens. I had just turned around myself when he said, “Oh. Bathroom’s that way.”

      I grinned, hoping I didn’t look too guilty. “Right. Still kind of new here.”

      The guy just nodded and walked as slow as if he were on the moon. I shook my head and followed the hallway he’d pointed down to the bathroom. There, I slipped off the kitchen clothes and stuffed them in the trash can, revealing my regular street clothes underneath. If need be, I could always come back and retrieve them to leave. Hopefully there wouldn’t be anything more too gross on them, but I was willing to take the risk.

      Taking another deep breath to calm my bubbling excitement, I stepped out of the bathroom and followed the signs to the hubs. There, extending on both sides of a hallways, I saw the terminal rooms for The Everlands. They extended all the way to the back, then curled around out of sight. There were at least twenty in this first hallway. I walked down it, itching to get a look at the system, but all the doors were closed and the windows tinted black. No peepshow for outsiders; you got complete privacy, other than the services you requested.

      All of the first hall terminals were full, so I turned the corner to the second. As I did, I saw a big hulking man coming down the way in a black polo. Clearly security. Alarm bells ringing in my head and worst-case scenarios flashing by like a video in fast-forward, I put on a friendly smile as I glanced at the man, while the corner of my eye spied an open room. I quickly ducked into it, but the security guy caught up to me first, stopping in front of my door, silently demanding an explanation.

      I put on an apologetic grin. “Just going for a quick whiz.”

      The ape’s eyes darted to the door, and I suddenly realized the others had had something displayed there. No doubt a digital timecard or something like that, telling the staff how long the person had left to play. The one on my door, of course, was blank. I thought quickly. “Oh yeah, that,” I said with a little laugh. “The guy that helped me said that this one wasn’t working properly. He was getting a tech to fix it.”

      The man stared at me unblinking a little longer so that I couldn’t help but shift my feet a little. Finally, though, he turned and continued stalking down the hall.

      I barely waited to breathe again before I slipped out the door and continued further. I wasn’t about to stay in that room when he was suspicious of me. My only chance was to find another room, plug in, and hope the staff didn’t notice the blank timecard for a while.

      I slipped into a room further down the hall and closed the door behind, then flipped on the light switch. I drew in a breath as I saw it before me. It looked like a broken-down version of an MRI machine, with the addition of a headset that would encompass my entire face when I put it on. The thing looked like an accident waiting to happen if I tried working it myself. But if I wanted to play The Everlands, that was the only way I could do it. Not only was I too young, there was no way I could afford more than ten minutes under. I’d just have to wing it.

      Searching through the menus on the console nearby, I soon managed to find my way to the activation sequence. Stumbling through the part where it asked how long I wished to play — I just tapped up on the time for as long as it would allow, 72 hours, figuring someone would wake me long before that time anyway. I skimmed the instructions and cautionary warnings, then tapped the green START button at the bottom.

      A woman’s voice with a British accent started to give me instructions. “Please lie down on the bed and secure the visor.” I did as she said, fiddling around with the headset to make sure it fit right. The bed was surprisingly comfortable, feeling made of memory foam 2.0 or something. Once I’d properly gotten the visor on, the console said, “Put your arms by your sides and lie on your back. You will now be entering the virtual reality simulator.”

      The excitement and fear at being caught made it almost impossible to lie still, but I managed it as the bed slowly slid under the capsule. I don’t know if it was all the emotions clanging inside of me, but I felt a bout of claustrophobia rising up in me. Just as I was about to call it quits, the woman’s voice came in from all around me, the sound quality crystal clear and totally realistic. “Your play time will be 72 hours. Is this correct? Please answer with Yes or No to continue.”

      “Yes,” I said without hesitation.

      “Play time confirmed. I am obliged to remind you that while your time will limited to 72 hours in reality, within the simulation, time passes much faster, so it will appear to be many more days.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “Remember also that you may log off at any time. Now please relax and enjoy your journey, adventurer. Welcome to the Everlands.”

      The machine around me hummed to life. Suddenly, I couldn’t feel my toes, my hands, any of my body. I couldn’t hear, taste, smell, or see. I tried swallowing down the panic, but I couldn’t feel myself do that either. Then there was a flash of bright light as the projection lasers hit my eyes, and I felt myself fall away like I’d been knocked unconscious.

      There was no turning back now.
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      I opened my eyes, blinking. I was standing, even though I knew I should be lying down. Even stranger, as my eyes adjusted, I began to take in the scene around me. It wasn’t the gaming parlor anymore; now, a lush, green forest surrounded me, with a white mist gathering between its trunks and clouding the sky above. I was in the only clearing that I could see, green grass tickling my ankles.

      Tickling my ankles… I looked down at myself, and saw I had on puffy trousers tucked into wooden clogs and a tunic unlaced at the collar. I couldn’t look stranger. Still, despite the garish outfit, I grinned. I’d logged into The Everlands for the first time.

      “Hello,” a female voice spoke from over my shoulder, causing me to jump. I whirled around and blinked. The semi-transparent figure of a woman stood before me, looking like she were made of oil swirls on the surface of water. It was the sort of thing I’d expect in a video game, but seeing it still startled me.

      “Hello,” I said awkwardly in return.

      “You’re new here?” Her translucent lips curved into a shy smile.

      “Yes.” I glanced around. It was all so real, I’d forgotten for a second that this ghost-woman in front of me was computer-generated. I didn’t need to be hesitant talking to her. “So you’re my guide or something?”

      “Only if you need one. I’m Ava. What’s your name?”

      The first break in my new reality came in: the overlay of a text box with a blinking cursor appeared in the world in front of me. I blinked. It was a video game, sure, but until then, my vision had been just like it was in real life. It was uncanny — and fucking wicked — to see the digital aspects integrated with everything else.

      But my name … what did I want that to be? I could go with my real name, Sean Marrow. But that was besides the point of me being here. I was supposed to be someone new. Still, choosing a character name was always difficult for me. “Will I be able to change it later?”

      Ava blinked at me. “Isn’t a name just what people call you? Tell someone a new name, and that’s your new name. Of course, some people will still think of you by your old name, if you change it multiple times…”

      That was a cool feature — very realistic. But after what I’d seen so far, how could I expect anything less? I thought hard for a few moments. If it didn’t matter, I’d just go with something I’d always wanted to name myself, after an enigmatic Game of Thrones character. “Call me Darkstar,” I said casually.

      “Darkstar?” Ava giggled in her hand. “Are you sure about that?”

      My face flushed immediately. Even as my mind spun to think of a new moniker — one a little less embarrassing, apparently — I marveled at the gall of The Everlands’ developers to mock their players in the first sequence. “Fine,” I said, a little surly. “I’ll just be Marrow.”

      “Marrow.” Ava tilted her head, eyes looking off into the distance, then nodded. “That will do.” She suddenly spun in a circle, and I took a step back, startled. A moment later, she continued as if nothing had happened. I wondered if that was a buffering movement or something.

      “Neither your race,” she announced, “nor your appearance can be changed at this time. To do that, you must earn the opportunity. But if you do, note the peoples of this world who you might change to…”

      Suddenly, figures spun and appeared from the mist, suspended in midair. I squinted, trying to see them more clearly, as they didn’t come forward much beyond the trees. They were all humanoid, but clearly had very differing features that made them strange and foreign. I recognized them from scouring the internet for details, of course, but I still appreciated it as Ava turned and pointed them out one by one.

      “The Devalyn,” she said, pointing to a tall figure who was almost human, but for their large, slanted eyes and pointed ears. “The autumn elves. They are a people who have scrambled to survive after their fall from the heavens.”

      She turned to a being who looked designed to live in water, with fins protruding from their head, forearms, and calves, and what looked like oily, smooth skin covering the rest of them. “Naiads,” Ava declared. “Sea nymphs. They are only recently come from the sea, and are eager to prove themselves among the land-dwellers.”

      She pointed to the next figure, who was at least half human. The bottom half, however, had the bent, hairy legs of a goat, not to mention horns that curled from its forehead. “Satyrs, the people of the forests and mountains. While they are skilled in many of the ways of survival and forestry, they are especially renowned for their great libido.” Ava gave me a wink, and my eyebrows shot up.

      But she quickly moved to the next creature, who I instantly recognized as the type of being she herself was. “Specters.” Her voice flattened as she said it. “A nation made of those who cannot pass to the afterlife Beyond.” She left it at that.

      “Gnarish, the underdark dwellers — those who live in the deep and dark places. They, along with those who dwell in the heavens above, are among the oldest of races.” They were shorter and stockier, and looked somewhere between a typical dwarf and a gnome, and had an impressively long and decorated beard.

      The next drew my eye more than the rest. It looked like a Kimono dragon had bulked up and learned how to walk upright. Sharp spikes protruded from a diamond-shaped head with black, intelligent eyes. The body below was muscly and sleek, and a powerful tail swayed behind it.

      “Commonly portrayed as the enemies of the Everlands,” Ava said. “Drakons, the wyvern people, said to be children of the sleeping dragons themselves. Due to an aggressive past, their current fortunes are more hard-pressed of late, and they are much discriminated in most nations.”

      Next was an ordinary human, which I didn’t believe needed an explanation, but Ava stopped nonetheless. “Humans. They, like the other children of the heavens, took the plains for their home, and though they were one of the last of the children and lacking distinct racial advantages, they quickly began to carve out large kingdoms and empires by benefit of their innovative aptitudes, burning ambitions, and rushing during the short length of their lives.”

      I grinned at that. It was good to be reminded of how badass it was to be human sometimes.

      There was only one figure left, and I suspected here was the mysterious ancestor from the sky finally. It didn’t look domineering however; if anything it looked petite, as it was shorter than a man, with slim, avian limbs. Emerging from above its shoulders were translucent, delicate feathers. Ava, though, seemed almost reverent as her arm swept towards the slim figure. “The Valyn, the sky elves. The purported rulers of all the Everlands below, ruling from their floating islands that have never been conquered by any other. Many of the peoples below descended from their ancestors, and all look up to them for their mastery of all arts arcane.”

      I didn’t want to become a Valyn even if I had the opportunity at this point, but I knew there’d be at least one good quest relating to them. I couldn’t wait to see what loot came of that.

      The tour finished, the figures flew away and back into the mist. Ava spun once more in place, then faced me again. “Come now, Marrow. You have a long walk ahead of you.” My ghostly guide turned and began drifting off into the woods.

      I followed after her, not wanting to lose sight of her. I was starting to feel more comfortable in the world, but there was so much I still had to learn. At least I didn’t need to ask about movement controls; this virtual body moved just as intuitively as my normal body.

      “Aren’t you going to tell me any of the rules of the game?” I called after Ava, who was still a dozen paces ahead of me.

      “Only when you need them.” Her voice sounded indistinct, faraway, and was getting further. A fog had started to rise up around us, and she was fading into it.

      Panic rose in my chest. “Wait!” I cried after her, and followed quickly.

      The thumping of my heart was all I could hear as I stumbled through the white mist. I knew I could log out anytime I wanted, but when you feel the cool dampness on your skin, the uneven ground beneath your feet, the blank nothingness before your eyes, no amount of objective knowledge helps the visceral fear. All I wanted was to get through this section. When the hell was the game going to start? I didn't even know any rules yet other than what I’d read, and since that was conflicting — developers behind the game had a constant misinformation campaign to keep it fresh and exciting for those who hadn’t experienced it yet — who knew if any of it was right.

      Finally, the mist began to thin. But though I sighed in relief, I saw before me rose a shadow so high I had to crane my head back to see where it ended. Wondering what it was, I wandered closer, and details of the building came into focus.

      It looked like a temple, though it was a blend of ones I'd seen before. It had a pagoda-style roof, but the columns were gray and Romanesque. What drew my eye most, though, was the huge statue that loomed above. It stared down at me as I approached the temple, a god with an angry, furrowed brow, and a mess of beard and long, straight hair. I recognized him as a Gnarish, one of the ground-dwelling people. In one hand, he had a triple-tailed whip, and in the other he held the severed head of a Drakon. An angry god, this one. I wondered if the Gnarish and Drakons were mortal enemies or something.

      But I wouldn't know if I didn't find some tutorial soon, so I quickly trotted inside the temple. It was dark for some length, and my heart beat harder again. Id never been good with jump scares, and I hoped this wouldn't include them. Finally, twin pools of torchlight appeared ahead out of the inky darkness. A hooded man stood between them, his shadows extending all around him, though he should have had only two. My skin crawled looking at him, but I approached all the same.

      “He will guide you.”

      I jumped and balled my fists, ready for a fight, before I recognized Ava's voice. “Hey-Zeus,” I exclaimed. “Don't come up on me like that.”

      Ava, luminescent in the darkness, shrugged her spectral shoulders. “Can’t help that you're a baby.”

      This game loved to mock its players, didn't it? “Whatever. Where did you go earlier?”

      Ava shrugged again. “I only appear when you need assistance. Otherwise, I do whatever I please.”

      I doubted that — she likely waited in some nether nonexistence of the game’s code for the next time I needed her. But no need to assault her sensibilities. I didn't know exactly the depth of the AI in this game, but I did know everything I did or said was supposed to have a consequence. Ava might prove useful later if I kept her close.

      “Well, wish me luck.” I stepped forward and approached the cowled man between the torches.

    

  







            A Guide in the Temple

          

        

      

    

    
      When I reached the outer edges of the light, his head snapped up, and for the first time, I got the crawling feeling that he wasn't human. Then I saw the signs. The shorter, squat stature, which had been disguised before by the darkness and lack of perspective. The rough, almost leathery skin, which had little shine to it. And of course, the long beard that fell to its feet. I was meeting my first Gnarish.

      “Greetings, Human,” the Gnarish said. His voice was deep and grated like a rusted blade against stone. “You have walked a long way to enter the temple of Omagnar Dragon-Tamer. Why have you come?”

      I didn't think I'd had many other options, but maybe that wasn't what he wanted to hear. “To learn. I want to know more about the world.”

      “If you want to know more of the world, you must explore it.” The Gnarish made a sound like a bag of pebbles rattling together. He was laughing at me. Nothing I wasn’t used to at this point, though.

      “But I can teach you some things,” the cowled being continued. “First, the practicalities. You are alive — and remain alive — for one simple reason: health. If you concentrate, you may notice a red meter at the bottom of your vision.”

      All I had to do was concentrate? I screwed up my eyes and did so, but it didn't take much for the bar to appear. With it came three other bars: one green, one blue, and the last silver. “What are the other three meters?” I asked, though I suspected I already knew.

      “Stamina for physical exertion, mana for magic, and spirit for channeling.” He held up a warning finger. “Careful with these four meters. On their own, only stamina will replenish. For the others, you must perform specific actions for that to occur, or have certain traits, blessings, or other statuses that facilitate it. For health, these actions will come naturally enough: resting, eating, sleeping, drinking potions. For mana, drinking potions and stopping by mana fonts, which occur throughout the Everlands, will help with this. For spirit, worshipping at temples or visiting holy places will suffice, but be careful: the gods here are jealous, and won’t appreciate anyone paying heed to too many.”

      The Gnarish smiled a garish grin, his leathery skin barely relenting to the gesture. “Mind your meters. You'll see see soon enough how quickly they run out.”

      I wasn't sure I liked the sound of that. But I'd just have to take what came at me. “Okay. What about my character stats? Skills, profession? And leveling up?”

      “Ah, those.” The Gnarish stroked his long, frazzled beard for a moment. “Simply concentrate to pull up your stats.”

      To get a sense of where I stood with things, I decided to do just that. A moment later, an overlay popped up before me:
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“Anything I should know about my stats?” I asked.

      My tutor shrugged. “You gain experience points, XP, from combat, quests, and developing skills. Gather enough XP, and you will advance to the next level. Upon advancing, you will gain status points, SP, and attribute points, AP, by which to propel your character to greater power.”

      I liked the sound of that. “Alright. I guess I’m good to go.”

      “One more thing.” The Gnarish smiled again, and I didn't like the look of it. Too much of the evil warlock in it. “In this world, the pleasure as well as the pain is as real as your own. Count on experiencing it.”

      I heard scuttling from the darkness, and I whipped my head towards it. A game it might be, but the Gnarish was right about one thing: this felt as real of fear as I’d ever experienced. “What’s that?” I demanded. “An enemy? I have nothing to fight.”

      “Think again, Marrow. Concentrate. Have you checked all your resources?”

      The scuttling was growing closer, and it was hard to think of anything else. Still, I wracked my brain for what the warlock might be talking about. Then it came to me: I hadn't checked my inventory! Concentrating like I had for the meters, I brought up the inventory, another transparent overlay with a series of boxes. All of them were empty but for two slots, occupied by a knife and a red potion.

      

      Crude Iron Knife

      Quality: Poor (10/10)

      Rarity: Common

      

      Minor Healing Potion

      Quality: Fair

      Rarity: Common

      Use: Gain 1 health per second over 90 seconds.

      

      That wasn’t much in the way of stats, but it gave me something in the way of information at least. Maybe I had to have higher skills to see more specific stats.

      I didn't have the knife actually on my person, so apparently items that weren't equipped didn't show up on me. I concentrated on the knife to equip it, and it suddenly appeared on my belt with a subtle blue glow. I immediately drew it and gripped it tight, readying myself for whatever was coming.

      “Good, Marrow. But you aren't using everything at your disposal.”

      Not everything? Ah, of course — I had mana and spirit meters, and the warlock had said I'd use them soon. That must mean I knew a low-level spell in each that I could make use of. I concentrated again, and my stats came up again. There were actually two listed for magic: Magelight, which would illuminate dark places, and Magic Missiles, a minor damage spell. Under channeling, I didn’t understand the one entry, True Belief, and the description didn’t much help.

      

      Magelight

      Affinity: Light

      Cost: 20 mana

      Effect: Produces an orb of radiance that illuminates up to 30 feet around and lasts 30 minutes.

      

      Magic Missiles

      Affinity: Light

      Cost: 25 mana

      Effect: Sends a volley of light projectiles that cause up to 50 damage to a single target.

      

      True Belief

      Affinity: White

      Faith: —

      Cost: —

      Effect: Convey your true allegiance to a faith or deity with indisputable veracity.

      

      No more time to look. The first of the scuttling creatures came forward, and were they ever ugly. Black, hairy beasts that moved liked spiders, but had a mess of claws, teeth, and other sharp parts that looked like they’d been put together from any number of creature parts. I didn’t like the look of them at all, especially with just a knife and a damage spell I didn’t know how to use yet.

      One by one, they emerged from the darkness and surrounded me, stopping at the edge of the pool of light to gnash their many mouths. There was no way I could defeat them. “What am I supposed to do?” I yelled at the Gnarish.

      But the warlock had a strange look in his eyes. “Players can’t be trusted,” he said in a low voice. “Not until they’re tested.” Then before my eyes, the warlock whirled his cloak and simply disappeared.

      I was alone with the creatures. Which was exactly when they attacked.

      One lunged for my knee and caught it in its teeth, crushing the bone. Pain lashed through my leg. It felt real, way too real. I didn’t sneak into the game parlor to get tortured. What the fuck was this game?!

      But I wasn’t just going to be chimeric spider food. I stabbed the creature that had me in its bulbous body, and gray liquid spurted up around the hilt. The creature let go and backed away. I grinned savagely at it, but it was hard to feel too victorious when I couldn’t even stand.

      Two more of the things came forward, one from each side, and charged. Whirling on my good knee, I desperately tried keeping them at a distance, but my knife only clipped the jaws of one, allowing the other in for a good two slashes on my chest. My health meter flashed before my eyes, almost three-quarters of it dissipated. I didn’t need the reminder. I felt every bit of that pain in my body.

      I was going to lose. I was meant to lose. But why? Why start players off this way? What the hell was The Everlands all about?

      I managed to stab the spider attacking me, but the other one leapt forward again while my knife was still buried deep in its fellow’s flesh. Not knowing what else to do, I thrust out my hand and yelled, “Magic missiles!” like an anime character. Considering the circumstances, I barely felt stupid doing it, especially, when bright, violet darts shot from my hand and zoomed at the spider, crashing into its body and bursting it like a gory water balloon.

      But there was no end to the creatures. Their sharp-limbed bodies faded into the darkness around me, a sea without end. Three came on this time, and I knew this was it. I was going to die. What came after that?

      Ava appeared from nowhere at my side. “Brace yourself!” she yelled. “And close your eyes!”

      I felt a chill run down my arm as her pale, ghostly hand gripped it, frosty as frozen air, but welcome in the midst of the hot pain everywhere else. I closed my eyes as instructed, and waited for the creatures to tear me apart.

      Then the floor pulled out from beneath me, and I felt nothing but the cold of Ava’s hand on my skin.
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      My eyes still closed, I was weightless, like I’d somehow been transported into space. The next moment, I crashed into the ground, but instead of stone, it felt like wood beneath my hands. Was I hallucinating? Or was this what happened when you died here?

      I blinked open my eyes. I was no longer in the dark, cavernous temple, but in a small, cramped, but cozy room instead. Sitting up and rubbing my head, I saw it had simple furnishings and could barely fit myself sprawled on the floor, but there was at least a bed and a small table beside.

      Suddenly, I wasn’t alone, as Ava whirled into existence beside me. The haze of confusion suddenly dissipated; of course, Ava had teleported me here somehow. I rubbed my bruised hands. She could have at least put me on the bed.

      “What the hell happened back there?” I demanded. I noticed I no longer was suffering from my wounds from the chimera-spiders, but the pain was all too fresh in my mind. If it was all like that, I was not looking forward to combat in this game.

      Ava looked troubled, her effervescent brow drawn down. “I don’t know for sure. I need to—”

      She suddenly went blurry, her image fuzzing like an old television screen with bad reception. “Ava?” I said cautiously.

      My NPC guide came back into sharp clarity. “I need to depart,” she said breathlessly (which, I supposed, was how a ghost always talked). “I’ll visit you as soon as I can, but…”

      Her figure fuzzed again, then she whirled and left completely. I just stared. Man, they really needed to sort out the glitches. The Pantheon wasn’t doing its job!

      But I wasn’t going to let a little weirdness stop me. I was still pumped to get started exploring the Everlands. Rising to my feet, I checked that my knife was securely on my belt, checked my meters (which were full; whatever Ava did must have reset them), then set out of the room and took my first real steps in the Everlands.

      A large common room awaited me outside, and it was bustling with activity. People — NPCs, I had to remind myself — were in all manners of clothes and states of decorum, sprawled along tables, lounging and laughing and chatting away. The men harassed the serving wenches as they wove between seats with trays of flagons overbrimming with ale, serving good-natured chastises as much as the drinks.

      I smiled as I took it in. There was nothing like a homey, medieval tavern.

      There were, however, a few details that didn’t fit the usual mold. Though most of the drinkers were Human, members of other races were also mixed in. A few Gnarish stoically chugged away at their ales in one corner. Devalyn, autumn elves, were of every hue and height, and they seemed pushed to the outskirts as well. Many of the Humans eyed them distrustfully when they passed and kept a hand on their purses.

      But oddest of all was the most prominent person in the room. He was a great brute of a Satyr, a handsome fellow with horns polished and gleaming, emerging from a silky chestnut mane of hair running down his head. He had a bright smile and big laugh, and was easily the tallest and broadest of anyone else there. He sat atop a chair on a stage amidst a group of fawning females of every race.

      I knew that if I wanted a good first quest in the Everlands, this was the guy to talk to.

      I wove through the crowd until I was standing at the edge of his groupies, but then I hesitated. The throng of women was so thick they were nearly standing on each other to be near him. I notice more than a few men mixed in, too. This guy had it made.

      “Excuse me,” I said to a man nearby, and pointed up to the Satyr. “Who exactly is that?”

      The man stared at me like I had a stone for a noggin. “What, did you just come off your farm for the first time? That’s Brandeur Three-Horned, captain of the Noble Ignobles, the most decorated and despised mercenary company in the Everlands.” The man clapped his hand on my shoulder with a smirk. “He’s renowned for his leadership, even more than for his three horns, if you know what I mean.”

      There were only two horns on the satyr’s head, but I gathered the man’s meaning. I could hardly miss it when he clasped a hand to his crotch and raised his eyebrows.

      “Anyway, best keep your notables straight, or you’ll find yourself with a faceful of hoof.”

      I kept down my annoyance. No need to start trouble with the NPCs. “Fine,” I said, then moved away. A mercenary captain — I was right that he was exactly the guy I needed to talk to.

      I hardened my resolve, then began pushing my way towards him. Women slapped and scratched at me as I plowed through them, but I just kept moving, half-annoyed and half-amused as my health meter fell by a few points. But as a notification popped up, I noticed something else was declining as well:

      
        
        -1 to Alignment: Moral

        

      

      The morality police were apparently always hovering nearby. I’d have to watch my step, unless I was going to be an evil alignment.

      I finished making my way before the Satyr and stood above the rest. I didn’t have to work hard to catch his attention, for his bright green eyes quickly found me from the disturbance. “What, another courier here to curry the favor of the Ignobles? Wait in line with the rest! At least they had the courtesy to dress in something other than the dirty clothes their mother made them.” His voice boomed over all the rest of the noises, and I noticed the tavern quieting behind me. Sweat started pouring down me in rivers.

      They weren’t going to make this easy then. I fumbled for words. “Great Brandeur—”
      “Let me stop you there,” the mercenary general interrupted. “Don’t address anyone as ‘great.’ It makes you sound either like an obsequious sop or just a pompous ass. Second, I can tell you’ve got nothing to offer. No armor, no weapons but a belt knife, and I’m guessing no magic — you’ve got no chance with me, kid.” He waved one of his great hands (or not so great) in dismissal. “Get some experience under your belt and then maybe, maybe we’ll talk.”

      It clicked then. He was just telling me I wasn’t ready for his quest yet, as it was for higher levels. I’d just have to adventure around a little bit before coming back.

      Just then, the doors to the common room burst open, and a Naiad in dull steel armor stalked through. The sea nymph descendent wasn’t impressive stature, being a little shorter than the average Human. But this one had many white scars carved along its smooth skin, and looked to be the veteran of a hundred battles. Behind the Naiad came half a dozen other soldiers, all in battle regalia. I concentrated hard on them to find out their information:

      
        
        Cerulean Empire Captain (Lvl 18) - An officer in the Naiad army. Naiads are particularly proficient with spears and tridents, and deadly when fighting in the water. “These aren’t ordinary fish out of water!”

        

      

      
        
        Cerulean Empire Soldier (Lvl 12) -  A soldier in the Naiad army. Naiads are particularly proficient with spears and tridents, and deadly when fighting in the water. “These aren’t ordinary fish out of water!”

        

      

      Again, I assumed I’d need greater skills to be able to get specific stats.

      “Three-Horned!” the armored Naiad said to the Satyr, chin raised in defiance. “Tell me you didn’t back down on another treaty. Tell me the rumors are all false and you didn’t side with King Fredrick in his conquests.”

      Brandeur shrugged and smiled brilliantly with all his white teeth. “I can’t deny what’s true, Shanal. Though it should be hardly surprising that a mercenary has gone where the money lies.”

      Shanal — whose name I could now see with his stats — hissed up at the Satyr and jabbed one clawed finger at him. “Lies. It’s not gold that matters to you in this. It’s your pride that can’t stand it.”

      “And your pride can’t stand to be outdone by anyone,” Brandeur quipped.

      The Naiad turned from him and addressed the tavern. “If anyone wishes to fight the honorable battle, they have only to join with the rightful rulers of Kalthinia! Approach us soldiers of the Cerulean Empire, and we will adequately suit you.”

      “And for anyone who isn’t a shell-sucking twat,” the Satyr said lightly, “the Noble Ignobles would see you among our ranks.” His eyes wandered to me, and he gestured lazily towards me. “Even this farmer’s son.”

      As Shanal also looked towards me, a small exclamation mark notification appeared in my vision. I didn’t have to think hard to know what it indicated: a critical decision, a place where my journey would irrevocably branch. But unlike other RPGs, I wouldn’t have the chance to pause and research and consider the decision. I had to make a choice, and it had to be now.

      From all I knew, Brandeur was rude, self-absorbed, and arrogant, but he was seemingly competent at what he did, and likely on the winning side of this conflict. However, I tended to have a soft spot for the underdog, and Brandeur Three-Horned seemed like he very rarely was. This Shanal, though, I knew nothing of, nor his motivations. I figured it was better to go with the devil I knew.

      “The Noble Ignobles have my sword,” I said.

      “Knife,” someone from the room corrected to general laughter.

      The Naiad captain stared at me long and hard. “You will regret that decision,” he hissed. Then Shanal turned and clunked away, his men following behind.

      I exhaled a big sigh. I hadn’t even gotten armor or a weapon, and I was already making huge decisions that would determine the rest of my gameplay. I hope it wasn’t anything I’d regret.

      
        
        You have aligned with a faction: The Noble Ignobles! You now have access to faction encampments and quests and receive +5% experience when completing quests for your faction.

        

      

      That at least wasn’t a bad boon. I’d take any bump in my gameplay.

      “Well,” Brandeur boomed with a mocking smile at me. “Turns out you’re not such a shrimp after all. That’s a lot more than I can say for Naiads.”

      The room erupted into chuckles.

      “But honestly,” he said, leaning down and gestured me closer to him, “it’s a bit embarrassing to take you on as you are. Follow my man Malik by the door, and he’ll get you outfitted in something decent.” The Satyr sat up with a laugh and gathered the two closest women to him. “Now that’s over, who’s ready for another round? This one’s on me! That’s more than those fish ever gave you, eh?”

      Cheers went up in the tavern, but I was already pushing my way towards the door, where a Human rogue twitched impatiently. When I reached him through the excited crowd pressing towards the mercenary leader, Malik waved and said something, but I couldn’t hear him, so I just followed him out of the common room.
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      “Always making a show, our ignoble leader,” Malik commented as he led me down the tavern’s halls. “Everything’s a statement with him. You’d really never heard of him? Don’t tell him that, there’s nothing that offends him more than anonymity. You must truly be isolated, though, never hearing of him. Where are you from? Probably never heard of it. It’s always that way with the small villages here in Kalthinia, isn’t it? Come on, in here.”

      The talkative mercenary led me into what appeared to be a small, portable armory. Boiled leather and some studded armor took up crates in one corner, while in the other, various iron weapons were stacked in a haphazard fashion. “Take whatever you like,” Malik said flippantly, picking at his teeth with a knife, and blessedly shutting him up.

      I considered what I knew of the Everlands thus far, and what build I wanted to go for. The spirit meter especially came to mind, as it probably meant clerics and their hybrid types would be more prominent than I’d experienced in other games. I sometimes played a paladin, but other than that, it didn’t tend to be my style.

      Considering I probably only had a few more minutes here as it was — and it was a miracle I hadn’t been logged out already — I figured I’d go all out with the potential new builds. A dark cleric assassin was what I was assuming now, so long as the channeling abilities were good.

      To get started on it, I took a jerkin, greaves, fingerless gauntlets, and a hood from the left side of the room, as well as a pair of boots that weren’t totally worn through. From the right, I selected a pair of iron knives that were a bit dull to the touch, but at least more serviceable than my own. I also took a sword for good measure. The reach might come in handy some time, even if it didn’t fit with my whole dark assassin build.

      
        
        Boiled Leather Jerkin

        Quality: Poor (7/10)

        Rarity: Common

        

      

      
        
        Leather Greaves

        Quality: Poor (6/10)

        Rarity: Common

        

      

      
        
        Leather Gauntlets

        Quality: Fair (23/25)

        Rarity: Common

        

      

      
        
        Leather Hood

        Quality: Fair (18/25)

        Rarity: Common

        

      

      
        
        Leather Boots

        Quality: Fair (12/25)

        Rarity: Common

        

      

      
        
        Dull Iron Knife (2)

        Quality: Fair (14/25)

        Rarity: Common

        

      

      
        
        Iron Longsword

        Quality: Fair (22/25)

        Rarity: Common

        

      

      From looking at the items, I put it together that the numbers in the “quality” section related to durability. The greaves, for example, were already worn through in one spot, and even its rating of 6/10 was being generous. I also surmised that the higher the quality rating, the higher the maximum durability. That made sense; the better made items would stick around for me a lot longer.

      Once I’d dressed in my newish gear and discarded my old homespuns — a task as easily accomplished as concentrating on equipping them once they were in my inventory — Malik nodded rapidly. “You’re good? Good. I’ve got the usual wringers to put you through, and I’ve got to get you through them fast. A meeting with a lady tonight, see, a fine one…”

      On and on he went as he led me out of the tavern. I wondered what he meant by “the usual wringers.” A quick combat tutorial? Some early level quests? I itched to get into some action where I didn’t just get torn apart by monsters.

      We exited the tavern and went into the streets, and though Malik continued on, I had to pause for a moment to take it all in. People dressed like a Renaissance festival milled up and down the streets, some chatting and leisurely strolling, others stern-faced and quickly walking about their errands. There were shops, houses, taverns, all in the most charming medieval styles. I could feel the possibilities bubbling beneath the surface here, wherever here was.

      Actually, figuring out my location was probably a good place to start, if I could ask without NPCs thinking I was crazy.

      But the mercenary was getting further and further ahead, so I stopped ogling the sights and ran to catch up.

      When I finally caught up with Malik, I’d decided how I was going to do it. “It’s a nice city, isn’t it?”

      The rogue snorted. “This? This is shit compared to pretty much any other city. Oh sure, the duke up in his fancy castle enjoys it enough.” Malik gestured to a fairly modest castle (as far as castles go) rising up above the town. “But for people like us, it’s the pits.”

      I ground my teeth. I’d been hoping to get him to say the name, but apparently that wasn’t happening. I thought of a different option: surely there was some kind of map feature? But concentrating only brought up a black overlay with a short notification:

      
        
        Navigation will be unlocked at a future period.

        

      

      There was no more time to ask. When I glanced over at Malik for another shot at getting the city’s name, I saw we’d drawn a third companion, a young Devalyn boy with dark purple skin like an eggplant. He looked me up and down as we walked. “Who’s the chicken-stick?” he asked.

      “Hey,” I said, standing straighter in my new regalia. “Watch who you’re calling chicken-stick.”

      The boy eyed me disdainfully. I knew I fully well deserved it. Since my appearance hadn’t changed from real life, I must look a boy in man’s armor. But I’d prove myself soon enough with whatever Malik had in mind. “Who is this kid?” I asked the rogue.

      “Tip, meet—” Malik looked sideways at me. “What’s your name again?”

      “Marrow.”

      “Like what you slurp out of bones?” the elf boy asked.

      “I guess.”

      He shrugged. “Guess that makes you a sucker.”

      “And what’s Tip make you? Unsatisfying to the ladies?”

      
        
        -1 to Alignment: Moral.

        

      

      Making fun of kids now. I wasn’t off to a great start. Of course, I felt a lot less repentant when Tip kicked me in the shin and scampered around to Malik’s other side, sticking his tongue out at me.

      I tried not to limp, and saw with annoyance that my health meter had taken a slight hit. Stupid kid. “Where are we going, Malik? Anything is good to get me going at this point.”

      “Not so fast, Mr. New Guy. That armor’s fresh from the sweat of the last poor sap who died in it. You’ve got a very specific task ahead of you, one of the most vital importance. And this urchin here is going to lead you to it.” Malik clapped Tip on the back. “I, on the other hand—”

      “Have a rendezvous with a man, we know,” Tip piped up.

      The rogue swatted at the boy, but he was too quick to get hit. “Come back to the tavern when you’ve finished,” Malik said to me. “Then we’ll see what else we can fix you up with.”

      “Er, what tavern was that?” I asked, even as Malik was turning away.

      “Where we just came from!” the Ignoble said over his shoulder.

      Man, that guy really had to start using proper nouns.

      As Malik was lost from sight in the crowd, the autumn elf boy grinned mischievously at me. “Can’t leave this one waiting. Better keep a close eye on me. I run fast!”

      As Tip took off running, a notification popped up in my vision with a person running on it:

      
        
        New quest: Race to the Sewers! (Level 1) - Beat Tip to the entrance of the sewers. Last one’s a rotten egg!

        Reward: +50 XP and bragging rights against a kid. Won’t you feel proud?

        

      

      I would love to rub victory in the boy’s face, actually. I bolted after him.

      The Devalyn urchin didn’t make it easy on me. As we ran through the streets, he bounded over crates, slid over barrels, and even scaled a wall once in his attempts to lose me. However, it was easy to keep pace. I almost overtook him at one point, but then my stamina bottomed out. I slowed, and it started creeping back up. Looks like I’d need to watch that if I wanted to win.

      The elf went through twists and turns, but finally, I saw a grungy wooden door in the floor at the end of an alley up ahead, and I knew we were almost there. Tip was six paces ahead of me, and my meter was 3/4 full, so I easily sprinted out ahead of him. The desperate kid tried tripping me as I passed, but I just gave him an elbow as I passed.

      
        
        -1 to Alignment: Moral.

        

      

      What? It was like a ref was constantly watching my every move. But I still beat the kid, so it was worth it.

      
        
        You’ve completed Race to the Sewers! (Level 1). +50 XP

        

      

      Tip looked close to crying as he joined me at the sewer entrance. “No fair!” he whined. “You shoved me!”

      “You’re a street urchin. Since when has anything been fair for you?”

      He instantly threw off the pout. “Whatever.” He shoved past me and stood over what looked like a cellar door. “Get this open.”

      Annoyed, I still did as he demanded. A horrible reek like a stew of feces and piss left on the burner greeted me, and I took a quick step back, gagging.

      The elf boy grinned wickedly at me. “We’ve got a bit of a giant rat problem. Kill a few of them, and I’m sure the big boss man will appreciate you cleaning up the city.”

      The quest prompt popped up soon after:

      
        
        New quest: The Great Rat-Killer (Level 1) [Noble Ignobles] - Kill 5 giant rats in the sewers of Stalburgh. If rats can’t stop you, nothing can!

        Reward: +250 XP (+13 XP), increased alignment bonus with The Noble Ignobles.

        

      

      There was the city name: Stalburgh! I felt a bit easier knowing that. There was a much heftier XP reward for this one than the race. Plus killing the rats would be good fighting experience. And who knew — maybe the sewers would have some loot, or lead somewhere that did. All I’d have to do is hold my breath the whole time so I didn’t suffocate on the fumes.

      “Let’s do this,” I said, then stepped onto the rungs leading down.

      “Good luck!” Tip grinned down at me, then slammed the door shut. I wondered if the little bastard had tricked me, but I had gotten a quest prompt. Anyway, there was no going back now.

      As soon as I reached the bottom of the ladder, my boots squelching on the damp stone, I knew I’d need some light to see. Fortunately, there was a spell for that! I concentrated on casting Magelight, and from my uplifted palm emerged a glowing blueish ball of light, illuminating about twenty feet in every direction. I guess its maximum illumination distance was impinged by the vapors hanging in the air. It drifted just above my shoulder, lighting my way while not blinding me.

      Walking the sewer, I noticed a change to my status, as my health meter was surrounded with a green glow. That couldn’t be good. I figured it must be related to the noxious fumes in the air, and when I concentrated on it, I found out I wasn’t far off:

      
        
        Status: Nauseous. You are in an area with conditions that reduce the effectiveness of healing from all sources. -20% Healing

        

      

      Hopefully I wouldn’t need to use my potion here.

      It wasn’t long before I heard the scuttle of my first giant rat, and I drew the sword, not wanting the beast to get too close. I remembered all too keenly how that it had felt to be chimera spider meat. I also readied my hand for casting Magic Missiles. From its mana cost, I could cast it three times before my meter was depleted, due to my casting Magelight just before.

      The giant rat was maybe three feet long, and gray and ugly as the inside of a dirty oven. It jumped at me, but with a cast of Magic Missiles, all I had to do was hold out my sword and it basically skewered itself.

      
        
        +50 XP!

        

      

      Sweet. I also figured there might be something lootable on the rat, like its massive front teeth or something, but there was no way I was sticking my hand in that garbage hole. I moved on, hunting for the rest.

      I killed the other four giant rats in the next few minutes, at which point a notification of 5/5 appeared next to the quest overlay. By the end, I hadn’t even been using Magic Missiles, but had been practicing my sword-and-knife play. I wasn’t sure about the whole knife assassin thing at the moment, as getting in so close to my enemy was not as appealing as cutting them down from a few feet away.

      It seemed I had to return to Mikal to complete the quest, so since I didn’t find any chests or other loot down in the sewers, I returned to where I’d come down. Crawling up the ladder, I pushed at the cellar door, but it didn’t budge. Great.

      “Hey!” I shouted, banging on the door. “Tip! Let me out!”

      I heard giggling on the other side, then the scuffling of feet running away. Just as I’d suspected, the elven rascal had trapped me down here.

      Sighing, I descended the ladder and started looking for another way out. I’d seen other sewer exits during my rat hunting, but I didn’t know if any of them would be unlocked. What a grind this game was sometimes.

      But before I had gone more than a few steps, an overlay popped up over the rest of my screen, looking different from the other ones. A thrill of fear went through me. I'd almost forgotten I was logged in illegally at the game parlor, but it came back with rushing clarity as a call came in from the system, declaring itself as Operator. I decided not to answer. If they were going to boot me from the game, they could do it on their own, thank you very much.

      I started running, some part of me desperate not to be logged off in this disgusting sewer of all places. But the Operator didn't relent. This time, a text message popped up in the corner of my screen. Despite myself, I read it as I ran.

      
        
        Hi there,

        Not to alarm you, but we need to talk. Looks like your door tag didn't get slotted properly. If you could come up for a moment, we’ll get it sorted out right away.

        Steve

        

      

      Steve could suck it as far as I was concerned. Still, I concentrated on replying, and an overlay with a microphone icon in the middle appeared for me to dictate a reply.

      “Hey Steve, thanks for letting me know. A bit busy right now, but I'll be up when I can.”

      I left my name off, hoping this Steve was a pushover.

      His reply came a moment later:

      
        
        Sorry, but I'm going to have to manually eject you. This may not feel good.

        

      

      A thrill of fear went through me, but still I ignored the message. Was there a block button I could push? If I was going to be booted, I might as well spend my last few moments in my sewers in peace.

      But though I expected the world to fall away at any moment, I kept traveling on through the dark passages, occasionally trying off-branching trapdoors that led out. The fourth one I tried finally relented, and I went up through the trapdoor and breathed fresh air again.

      But the game wasn't the same, thinking about Steve laboring to get me out of it at every moment. It broke the flow of it all. When was he going to succeed? Why was it taking so long?

      My answer came a moment later:

      
        
        I don't know what you did, but I can't log you out. Don't panic. We’ll get you out soon.

        

      

      I grinned from ear to ear. Couldn't get me out? What a stroke of luck!

      Or I thought it was luck. A small string of doubt began to plague me. Maybe I was really stuck. How long had I been in here? An hour? Two? Three? I’d heard that time in The Everlands was protracted compared to real life. Someone had suggested a ratio of 4-to-1 even, so that four days spent in-game were only one in real life.

      Still, my real body had to be getting hungry — hell, my avatar body was getting hungry. How long would it be before it started becoming dangerous?

      But I wasn't logging out, not now. More likely than not Steve was just an idiot. I could log off anytime I wanted; all I had to do was think about it and the overlay popped up with the option. So now, I had to put the whole thing from my mind and enjoy whatever time I had left in the Everlands.

    

  







            Into the Dungeon

          

        

      

    

    
      It took me a long time and a lot of asking around to reach the tavern where Brandeur and his company were staying, not only because I didn’t know the name of it, but also because my race with that pipsqueak Tip had left me thoroughly lost. Eventually, I did find out the name, due to the rockstar status the Satyr seemed to have. The Golden Goat, apparently — I wondered if the irony had occurred to the merc captain.

      I made it to Malik’s room before the rogue left for his rendezvous with his lady. He had curled and oiled his hair, and his collar sported a ridiculous row of ruffles. I leaned at the doorway and cocked an eyebrow at him.

      “Shut up,” he said. “I hear Tip let you breathe in the sweet perfume of Stalburgh’s ass.”

      Now he used the city name. “I’ll pay the little bastard back later,” I said. “But I completed your task. Five giant rats were no problem.” I’d barely taken any damage even, and I still had enough mana for another round of Magic Missiles.

      “Aren’t you mighty?” Malik mocked. “But fair enough. You’re at least competent enough not to stick yourself with the end of that sword on your hip.”

      
        
        You’ve completed The Giant Rat Killer! +250 XP (+13 XP)

        

      

      
        
        +1 to Alignment: Moral

        

      

      So my moral alignment didn’t just go down! Apparently helping with a vermin problem qualified as good enough for a bump. God knows I needed it.

      “And I suppose public service deserves compensation,” Malik said. “Gotta reward the do-gooders.” He pulled a bag from somewhere and tossed it to me, jingling as it flew through the air. As I caught it, I knew from the weight and jingle of it I had a bag of coins. As I pocketed it, I pulled up my inventory, and the amount was automatically logged there: 50 coins. Nice.

      “What’s my next task?” I asked.

      “To scram. My date tonight, I need not remind you, is coming up in an hour. I’m not going to get lucky with a low-life nobody lingering around me.”

      Rough, but true. Still, I was on a time crunch, and I wanted to advance in the Ignobles’ faction as quickly as possible. Brandeur had to have some good quest lined up. “Come on. There’s got to be some unsavory task you don’t want to get your hands dirty with.”

      Malik suddenly looked at me, nervously licking his lips. “Well, as a matter of fact, there might be.” We were alone in his room, but the rogue still looked this way and that before he continued. “As a practice,” he said in a low voice, “we don’t get involved with the faiths. Especially not with the dark ones, even if we might be inclined that way. But it’s looking like it can’t be avoided.”

      My excitement grew with every word. “Go on.”

      “Well, Brandeur wants me to meet the Night Sisters and solicit their help in a … sensitive task. Thing is, we can’t be seen as associated with them.”

      “Why not?”

      Malik slapped his forehead, then immediately began making sure he hadn’t messed up his powder. “Gods, I forget you know nothing. The Night Sisters, well — they make sure none of the other faiths gain too much power. That doesn’t make them exactly popular around most folks. However, it seems our interests are aligned at the moment, so we have to take the risk of being caught with them.”

      “No problem.” I’d have to work on my sneaking abilities, assuming that was a skill in this game, but that was right up my alley as a dark assassin build.

      “Oh one more thing — the Night Sisters aren’t exactly, well, alive. And their temple isn’t exactly, you know, safe.”

      A dungeon! I was wondering when we’d get to that. “Not a problem for me.” I thought about flipping my knife up into the air, but even in a game, I’d probably just make a fool of myself, if I didn’t chop a finger off altogether

      “In that case … I guess it’s up to you.”

      
        
        New quest: A Rendezvous in the Night (Level 5) [Noble Ignobles] - Approach the Night Sisters covertly and deliver Malik’s message. Guess you have your own nighttime rendezvous with a lady or two, eh?

        Reward: +1000 XP (+50 XP), increased alignment with the Noble Ignobles, 150 coins

        

      

      Not only a better reward, but I knew there’d be good stuff during this quest. All the best loot was in dungeons. But level 5 was a bit of a stretch for a level 1 like me.

      “Consider it done,” I said, brimming with confidence.

      “Gods help us,” Malik muttered. He turned and shuffled around a drawer for a moment, then produced a scroll from it. “Take this to them. It explains everything.”

      I accepted it and moved to leave as he turned back to adjusting his collar in the mirror again. “Oh, by the way,” the rogue said as I opened the door. “You buckled your greaves wrong.”

      Oh, I was ready, alright.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I got a pleasant surprise as I stepped out of Malik’s room. An icon that had hovered in the corner of my vision unseen now presented itself as an overlay, the most decorative I’d seen thus far.

      
        
        You are now Level 2! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

        

      

      Sweet! That’d make this next quest easier. Now where to allocate my new status and attribute points? I pulled up my character stats to take a look.

      



  





        .
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Though I hadn’t done much in the game yet, I still had that dark cleric assassin in mind, so I allocated 2 AP to dexterity. I also knew I was going to a dungeon next, so perception — looking for traps and discerning hidden doors and such — would be good to boost. I put a point there. As for my last point, I had in mind all the snarky characters I was dealing with, and how tricky it already was getting what I needed from them. Hoping I wouldn’t regret it later, I put it in charisma. As for the SP, I knew I’d eventually need more health, so investing the 10 points there (you invested them as a lump sum, so I couldn’t split them up) seemed a good call.

      As I invested the points, I felt each respective attribute actively improving inside of me. I suddenly felt much more nimble, both of hand and foot. My senses were keener, sharper. All the witty lines spinning through my head suddenly seemed that much closer to perfect execution. And my body felt haler and healthy.

      I grinned. It was awesome to suddenly progress and feel every bit of the change.

      Another bit of welcome news was that as soon as I’d opened my status table, the level up had been confirmed, and my meters all jumped back up to full. At least for now, that was a simple way

      I also had a bit of gold now, so it was past time for some shopping. My map feature still didn’t work, so I wandered until I found shops that served my needs. Most of it was way too expensive for my shallow pockets, but I did manage to snag some bandages, which would stop bleeding and boost health, as well as some food for my journey, as from my rumbling stomach, I could tell that would be a concern going forward.

      
        
        Minor Bandages (x5)

        Quality: Fair

        Rarity: Common

        Use: Cure the Bleeding (Minor) status. Gain 1 health every 5 seconds for 5 minutes.

        

      

      
        
        Travel Rations (x10)

        Quality: Poor

        Rarity: Common

        Use: Cure the Hunger (Minor) status. Gain 1 health every 30 seconds for 10 minutes.

        

      

      Solving that concern for now, I finished off the trip with a nice, hot meal. I was flush out of money, but that’s what coins were for, right?

      Satisfied and full of energy, I practically ran through the streets to get to the dungeon. It was on the outskirts of Stalburgh, the Night Sisters being a bit shunned among the regular people of the Everlands. The town had faded to trees and wild lands by the time I reached the marker I’d been instructed to look for: a crucifix in front of a broken down brick edifice that was built off a burrow. There was a single door by which to enter on its side.

      I checked my weapons and armor — particularly those pesky buckles on the graves — and breathed in deep. Then I heaved open the rusty door and stepped inside.

      It wasn’t pitch black like I’d expected, but illuminated by blue torches mounted on columns that ran down the center of the room. The entrance hall was tall, the ceiling rising into gloom, but a hallway forward greeted me a short ways on the opposite side. I stepped in cautiously and cast my gaze about to the shadowy corners, the place reminding me too much of the temple from the beginning of the game, but nothing moved that I could see in the darkness. Despite Malik’s warnings of monsters, I was in the clear for now.

      Dungeons always seemed to have loot in the most obscure places, so I combed the room for urns, chests, crates, or anything else that might hide items. I scrounged up 3 coins and plenty of useless trinkets for my efforts, then passed into the next room.

      This one had the same unknowably high ceilings, and the same columns running down the middle, but it extended wide into either direction, like the burial hall of a great dwarven king. I hoped it was. I wasn’t above grave robbing, in a game anyway.

      I cautiously stepped around the edge of the room, knowing the middle, straightforward passages were often riddled with traps (that’s Darwinism for you). I hoped my increased perception would help me out here, or at least my dexterity for setting off traps, but I was probably too low a level in either for it to count. Still, I went slowly, trying my best not to trip anything—

      My foot snagged on a tripwire, and the clang that followed nearly stopped my heart. I froze as the echoes died off in the far end of the great hall, hoping it was just a loud noise and nothing more, like a low-tech burglar alarm. But then I heard the rumbling of stone against stone. Around the walls were tombs I hadn’t noticed before, rows upon rows of them. They had been closed before, but now many of the sarcophagi were opening. One, three, seven — I quickly lost count of their numbers.

      The only number in my head was one. Only one of us was about to be fucked.

      Skeletons rose from the tombs, ancient weapons clutched in their hands, somehow rusted and ravaged by time. But I didn’t doubt they’d cut me to the quick all the same. I abandoned all dignity and scrambled for the door, but though I heaved with all my strength, it wouldn’t budge. My eyes went towards the other end of the hall, where I could see a door between two blue sconces. Perhaps if I could reach that one, I’d stand a chance.

      I set off running down the middle, heedless of my earlier apprehension. What happened if I died here? I hadn’t thought to ask, optimistic as I was about my prospects. How had I not asked after that first incident with the spiders? That time, Ava had saved me … Would she come again?

      “Ava!” I bellowed as I ran, skeletons rising up all around me and coming towards me, red lights in the sockets of their skulls. “Ava, help!”

      But my spectral helper didn’t come. She either had her glitch still, or I was always on my own. Neither were comforting thoughts.

      I was halfway across when I felt the sudden burn in my leg, and I was brought to a sudden halt. Pain washed over me unlike anything I’d experienced thus far, and I looked down in horror at my leg. Something like a bear trap had closed over my leg, its teeth buried deep in my flesh, its jaws crushing the bone. I wasn’t prying myself free. I was stuck.

      I’ll admit it: tears stung my eyes as I watched the skeletons approach. I sobbed. I was afraid. I begged the undead not to kill me, though I knew it was the only way it could end. I thought about logging off just to escape it, even though it would mean the end of the Everlands for me. In real life, there weren’t monsters like this, and there was always a chance for mercy. But here, implacable horrors walked.

      I tried to fight back, but shaking with terror and one leg stuck fast, and my health bar rapidly depleting, it didn’t take long for the ancient weapons to stab through me and end my existence.
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            Angel or Devil

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        You have died.

        All your items remain at the location of your death. You or any other player may retrieve them at any time.

        You are also weakened from your resurrection. While weakened, you receive a -10% penalty to all attributes and meters, which will cease at the end of an hour. This penalty will become more severe with subsequent deaths.

        Next time, don’t suck, Marrow.

        

      

      I blinked away the overlay, the words not yet sinking in. Behind it was a starlit sky. I smiled. How often did I look up at the night sky? I didn’t see any familiar constellations, but then, this was…

      This was…

      Everything came flooding back to me, the serenity of rebirth lost. The pain of my death almost crushed me. I could feel the skeletons’ stabbing swords in my body once more, lances of fire driven in again and again, long after I was dead. I shivered and tears came to my eyes again, and I clutched my arms about me.

      Naked arms on a naked torso. I looked down at myself and noticed I was almost completely devoid of clothes, except for a pair of rough underpants that looked like a leather diaper, and felt much, much worse. This game just couldn’t cut me a break, could it?

      “Sucks, doesn’t it?”

      I bolted upright at the sound of the voice — a female voice — quickly wiping the tears from my eyes. And here I was, sobbing like a baby, not to mention dressed like one. What a first impression.

      I looked around. I was at the bottom of what looked like a small amphitheater, with rows of stairs leading up from me, and large columns behind me. A cool glow suffused the area, though I couldn’t tell where the light came from.

      But no matter where I looked, I couldn’t see the woman who’d spoken. “Where are you?” I asked loudly as I stood.

      “Up here.”

      My gaze traveled up to the top of one column, and I gasped as my eyes found her. She was perched at the top of one of them, heedless of the fifty foot drop below her. She stared at me with large, slightly luminous yellow eyes.

      She was a cat. A large, humanoid cat. Considering what I’d just gone through, and that I didn’t have any weapons or armor, I started with fear.

      “Who are you?” I asked, my voice quavering more than I liked.

      “My, my, we have a lot of questions, don’t we?” The cat lady suddenly somersaulted from her position down the back of the column and off the edge. My breath hissed in, thinking she must have fallen, when she appeared at the base of it in a few moments later.

      How had she done that? Who was she? Ava hadn’t shown me this race in the tutorial. And there was something … different about her. Perhaps a faint glow? A notification popped up in the corner of my vision, but before I could check it, the cat-lady spoke again.

      “You don’t know who I am, but I know exactly who you are.” She jabbed a finger in my chest. “A noob.”

      Noob?! I may be Level 2, and just died in my first dungeon, but—

      Well, maybe she had a point. Still, I wasn’t going to admit that. “Yeah, right. I know what I’m doing.”

      “Do you? Is that why you just died? And you’re just Level 2?” Her smile looked all the more sly for her cat-like face.

      “How did you…?” Finally, I thought to check the notification. It explained it all. This mysterious cat woman who knew so much about me and my game stats was another player! Some of her basic stats appeared for me as well:

      
        
        
        Sheika

      

        

      

      
        
        Level: 34

        Alignments: Cerulean Empire

        You must be similarly aligned or in the same party to view more information about this player.

        

      

      Nice name — I’d always been a Legend of Zelda fan. But on the more holy shit side of things… she was level 34. I couldn’t believe I was seeing someone that high already. Before I could play the game, during the hours when I’d obsessed over it, I had trolled the forums and followed the most experienced players. The highest level I’d seen was 37. While it was rumored you could go up to 100, the game was still new, and leveling quickly became hard unless you found really good ways of gaining experience, like succeeding at quests that affected all of the Everlands, or building up your own town or village sufficiently, or discovering some hidden secret lair with good monsters to farm, etc. Her being 34 meant she either played this constantly, or she was good. Or both, I guess.

      Of course, her appearance could have told me that. First off, she’d somehow made her character into an unspecified race. Then there was the matter than her gear looked unreal. She was covered from paw-foot to paw-hand in some sort of scaly material, which was a dark green that looked almost black, and it didn’t reflect one bit of light from around us. Her hands, which were mostly human but for a bit more fur, bore jeweled rings and bracelets, which were no doubt magic. At her hips were two ornate hilts of daggers, while a short bow was slung across her back.

      I would have been in love, or flustered, or both, if she hadn’t come off so condescendingly and insulting. But she did have a point about me.

      “Alright, I’m a noob,” I admitted. “And yes, I died for the first time just now. So sue me.”

      She laughed prettily. I wondered if her voice mimicked her real one like mine did, or if she was really some middle-aged dude in a basement looking to troll some scrubs. “We’ve all been there at one point. Well, I didn’t die until Level 15, but I guess some of us are slower learners…”

      “So. Are you just here to mock me or what?”

      “So testy!” She started pacing around me, moving smoothly with feline grace. “I’m starting to question what I’d intended.”

      “Which was?”

      “Helping you not paint the floor of some monster’s lair.”

      My mood instantly lifted, but with it came a gamer’s natural skepticism. “Why would you help me?” I didn’t have anything she could steal off me, but maybe this Sheika just got off to fucking with people.

      “So suspicious. Maybe I’m just a good person, did you think of that?” Sheika reached out and tapped me on the nose, making me jerk away in surprise. She smiled mischievously. “Or maybe I’ll call in the favor some time down the road. Who knows?”

      I had a feeling I knew. But if that’s what she was looking for, she’d be sorely disappointed. I might have managed to stay on The Everlands far longer than I’d dreamed possible, but I knew there was no way in hell I’d manage to get on it after today. And looking down at myself, I didn’t really have much of a choice.

      “I guess help would be good at this point.”

      “Excellent! Shall we be off then?”

      She took me by the arm and waltzed me away, leading me apparently in the direction of Stalburgh. Despite the late hour, she insisted some shops would be open, particularly the ones she liked to frequent. I quickly picked up that she meant the back alley stands and other black markets.

      She also explained how death worked here. The place I’d just appeared was a resurrection shrine. These were placed sporadically throughout the Everlands, with most congregated around large populaces like Stalburgh. As explained in the message, when you died, you lost all your stuff and received a penalty from the Weakness status. You could recover your items, however, if you managed to get back to where you died and survive this time. I was hoping her help would include taking me back there, even though we were on the other side of the city from the Black Sisters’ dungeon at this point.

      One thing she warned me about with deaths were that they had increasing penalties as you died more and as you leveled up. One player she heard about had in-game amnesia he died so many times, and couldn’t remember his abilities or skills for a week. It was something best avoided. I knew that well enough. The pain of dying was blanketed like I watched it through a monitor screen, so I knew it wouldn’t haunt me. Probably. But it still hurt like a mother to get stabbed that much, and I wasn’t eager for a repeat visit.

      Finally we made it to her illicit markets, and, waving off my discomfort at not being able to pay, proceeded to buy me some basic clothes that had nothing in the way of stats, as well as a pair of nicer felt boots, which were designed for softly treading the ground. Then, from a stand with a guy who kept looking up and down the alley like the city watch would be on him any moment, she gave me a set of Thief’s Tools, a ring of tools that contained things such as a lock pick, a wire cutter, and other trap-dismantling items.

      
        
        Felt Boots

        Quality: Fine (50/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attribute: The skill Sneak gains a 50% boost in effectiveness and experience gain.

        

      

      
        
        Thief’s Tools

        Quality: Fine

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Use: Dismantle basic traps and unlock basic locks.

        

      

      I thought her generosity had come to an end at that point, but still she held onto me, pulling me into a small shack on the outskirts of town. There lived an old crone so ancient I could only distinguish her from the furniture because of her bright, angry eyes. Despite my misgivings, Sheika paid the crone to teach me two things, and the old woman begrudgingly obliged. First, she taught me Turn Undead, a Wardic channel that would protect me from the skeletons. Then she taught me the channel Minor Healing, allowing me to heal myself so long as I had spirit enough to do so.

      
        
        Turn Undead (Lvl 1)

        Affinity: White

        Faith: —

        Cost: 40 spirit

        Effect: Cause undead creatures up to level 6 to flee from you. Radius of effect is 30 feet, travels with the caster, and lasts for 2 minutes.

        

      

      
        
        Minor Healing (Lvl 1)

        Affinity: White

        Faith: —

        Cost: 30 spirit

        Effect: After 5 seconds of uninterrupted channeling, gain 50 health.

        

      

      I was floorstruck by all Sheika was doing for me. What kind of favor was she expecting? I started feeling a bit guilty about my deception, and wondered if I should tell her that I probably couldn’t pay her back for nearly four years, when I could legally access the game. But the fear that I might lose all that I’d just gained was too strong for me to confess, and I just meekly followed behind.

      “Well you’re at least a bit better off,” she said, appraising me from head to foot. “Now we just need to get you your old stuff back.”

      My hopes lifted. She was going to help me back to the dungeon after all! We set off for the Night Sisters’ lair, and all the while, I wondered who was the player behind this feline guardian angel I’d somehow acquired, and what all this help would cost me.
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      When we arrived at the Night Sisters’ dungeon, Sheika stopped me. “Okay, so how did you do this last time?”

      With a bit of apprehension, I told her step-by-step how I’d proceeded, expecting to be told I’d done everything wrong. But she just nodded.

      “Okay, not bad. You're really just fresh, and not an idiot, so that's good news. Couple things for this time. One, we’ll want to teach you to properly sneak, as you might have still avoided detection had you known how. And two, you obviously need to know how to watch for traps.”

      “Properly sneak? How do you know I wasn't?”

      Sheika smirked. “Insider knowledge. Look, this game isn't like other RPGs — you can't just do something and expect to be doing it properly. The Everlands don’t reward incompetence.” She paused, growing serious. “This is the hardest game you'll ever play. It's less a game really, and more like an upgrade from reality. There are stakes here, real stakes.”

      I wondered what she meant by that. How could there be real stakes in a game?

      Almost as soon as she'd said it though, she shook her head and smiled. “But mostly it's way more exciting. Come on. I'll show you Sneak and Detect Traps.”

      We entered the dungeon, my heart hammering in my chest. In the first room, Sheika taught me the right way to sneak. I thought it had just been about crouching and trying not to step on noisy rocks, but it was so much more than that. She showed me how to roll into my step and distribute the weight evenly, how to breathe quietly through my mouth, and how to match someone’s footfalls when tailing someone, all while keeping in a low crouch. My stamina was nearly depleted and I was sweating buckets by the time the lesson was through, but a welcome overlay appeared before me:

      
        
        Sneak has increased to Level 2! You can now successfully creep up on a snoring bear! +50 XP

        

      

      So maybe I had a ways to go. At least now I knew what I was doing.

      With that accomplished, Sheika gently nudged, then bodily coerced, me into the next room, the great hall with the skeletons. The place where I’d died. I was shaking in my felt boots even as I clenched my jaw, determined not to die this time. Besides, I had a Level 34 next to me — there was no way a few skeletons would bring her down.

      So long as she helped me, that was.

      Some part of me didn’t fully trust all the aid she’d given, and watched constantly for the sign that would finally reveal it was all a practical joke. But Sheika seemed sincere. She’d bought me all kinds of things that were way out of my current price range, and helped me learn two channels and now a skill. Maybe I could rely on her after all.

      “Okay,” she whispered, coming up next to me at the entrance of the great hall. “Now let’s go over how to spot all those nasty things you tripped last time before you’re shish kebab, shall we?”

      “I couldn’t agree more. What’s first?”

      “Alright, let’s see…” Her eyes screwed up in concentration. “Sorry, this one’s a bit trickier to teach. So look down the side of this wall and tighten your gaze. Wait, that’s not right…” She scratched her head in a distinctly cat-like manner, and it was all I could do to keep from laughing at her. “Ah, that’s it! So focus in on a spot and pretend you’re zooming in, like you’re pinching on a screen or something. You get that?”

      I tried it out on a dark patch where I thought the wire that had triggered all the skeletons rising was. To my surprise, my gaze actually did zoom in. “Yeah, I do.” A notification appeared in the corner of my vision reaffirming it.

      “Great! Now, while you’re detecting, your stamina will decrease, so you can’t just keep it on the whole time you’re in a dungeon. But it pays to stop every few steps and look around if you’re in a trap-filled dungeon like this.” She gave me a sidelong glance with her luminous yellow eyes. “Or a complete noob.”

      I rolled my eyes, breaking my Detect gaze. Sure enough, I saw my stamina meter had a good chunk of it eaten away, though it was quickly filling back up now that I’d stopped.

      Suddenly, Sheika straightened behind me. “Well, I guess I’ve done my part. The rest is up to you, kid.”

      All the fear of my tremulous situation rushed back to me, and unfortunately, my dignity was one step behind. “Wait, you’re leaving?”

      I cringed as the words left my mouth, and all the more when Sheika smirked at me. “What, did you think I’d let you leech off me forever? You’re going to have to crawl your own way through the dungeon.”

      I started to speak, but she bowled over me. “Look, just do your best, and you’ll be fine.” She hesitated, then continued. “You’re on a pretty unique path here. I think some important people are watching you. But there are those who are going to hurt as well as help. Just … watch your back.”

      Before I could say another word, she danced over to the door and slipped through. Like that, she was gone.

      My mind was buzzing. What was that about? People watching me? I hadn’t thought about it, but in a virtual world, I guess everyone could be spied on anywhere. It was a bit unnerving. And these people would hurt as well as help — if that wasn’t ominous, I didn’t know what was. Still, there was nothing I could do about it. All I could do was keep going forward.

      I took a deep breath and looked around. What was I so afraid of? Ancient skeleton warriors coming out and skewering me? I’d just cast Turn Undead and they’d run away from me like I’d turned into some kind of kaiju monster. Just so long as I didn’t run into that bear trap again, I was fine.

      And maybe I’d miss Sheika for more than just her reassuring Level 34 company. But she did need to call in that favor later. Who knew?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Using Detect Traps and Sneak, I first picked up all my old gear and put it on, then made my way steadily through the great hall. Along the way I picked up a few useless trinkets to no avail, and the only weapon I found was so rusted as to be useless. But I did manage to land some coins, upping my money by 12. By the time I made it to the other side, two notifications popped up:

      
        
        Sneak is Level 3! +50 XP

        

      

      
        
        Detect Traps is Level 2! +50 XP

        

      

      I was progressing fast now that I knew what the hell I was doing.

      Entering through the door, I breathed a sigh of relief, glad to leave all those skeletons behind. I went down the stairs that lied beyond to a much smaller, less ornate chamber below. This room was a bit more perplexing than the previous ones. The door, which was at the top of a landing, was locked tight, obviously needing a key of some kind to open it. I did a quick run-through of all the places it could be, but I came up dry. I did, however, find a stone crate with an empty slot where it looked like some kind of seal had once been. It couldn’t be that another player had already come here and stolen it, could it?

      Then I looked up and realized what was going on. Of course — it was a puzzle room. Suspended above my head were six ancient clay pots, swinging on fraying ropes. Just looking at them, I knew one of them had to have the key. But how to get them down? I didn't have a bow, and even if I did, I doubted I was a good enough shot at level 2 to shoot that thin rope. I also didn't have throwing knives, but again, my aim would have to be excellent to nail it. I stared up at them, stumped, my neck getting a crick in it.

      Then I occurred to me: I didn't have to cut the rope and get them down. All I had to do was break them open! They were obviously meant to break anyway, seeing as cutting then down would result in the same. Hoping none of them contained a trap, I considered my options. I had a few knives that I could try and play swinging shot put with, but I didn't want to risk dulling or breaking them at this point. That left me with Magic Missiles. My mana was precious as well, but I figured if I sprayed their projectiles, I could hit two or three in a go.

      Bracing myself for whatever would come out, I cast the spell, whipping my hand across as it emerged in a blast of light from my hand. Just as planned, three pots shattered as small missiles of light plunged into the clay. I cringed, expecting the worst, but all that poured out was a cascade of sand. Id have to sift them to see if there was more.

      After bursting the other three, I went to do just that, playing in the sand like I was a kid at a beach making yet another shitty sand castle. In each pile was not a key, but the piece to another puzzle.

      Holding the six pieces in my hand, I stared at them. From the straight edges, I think they formed a hexagon, though it was hard to tell from all the jagged and inconsistent shapes.

      The final shape became obvious once I happened to glance over at the stone crate from before, eyes wandering to the empty spot on its front in the shape of a hexagon. At least I knew what to do.

      Sitting on the floor, I started fitting the jagged edges together, and soon had the shape I was looking for. The image formed in the middle looked like the bulb of a lily flower before it had bloomed. Shrugging, I placed it on the empty slot, then pushed it in. Something clicked. Suddenly, the top of the box scraped open, revealing a dull silver key inside.

      
        
        You’ve solved a puzzle! +100 XP

        

      

      Not bad! I grabbed it and triumphantly made my way to the locked door. At the last moment, though, I hesitated. What if there was something else in this room I'd missed? Just then, it occurred to me what had stopped me — I’d seen another hexagon-shaped hole in a wall and passed along it in my earlier search. If the hexagon opened the crate, why not a secret door?

      I scrambled back to retrieve it and press it to the depression in the wall. Sure enough, a click sounded as I pushed it in, and a moment later a section of the wall swung slowly inward. I was almost giddy as I entered. Here was the loot I'd come for!

      Then I heard behind me the scraping of stone and a long, hissing inhale. My blood froze in my veins as I turned around.

      A horrifying skeleton knight rose before me. Beneath his conical rusted helm, which was rent with what must have been the killing cleave to his head, the monster’s sockets glowed with a sickly yellow light. Its limbs were covered in armor from skull to bony foot. In both gauntlets was clutched a heavy war hammer, and it had a shield like a Crusader’s strapped across its back.

      Though panic was starting to rise up in me, I focused on it to see if I could bring up any stats:

      
        
        Skeleton Knight (Lvl 8) - An armored warrior from a past age, his bones are reinforced with necromantic power. “The last thing you’ll hear is my death rattle!”

        

      

      Level 8 — that was higher than my Turn Undead spell was supposed to affect monsters. There was no way I was beating that thing with what I had, and no Sheika was coming in to save me.

      I darted into the room I’d just opened and looked around, then seized upon the first thing that popped out to me. It was an ornate-looking knife mounted on a pedestal, but I didn’t give its stats overlay more than a glance before I darted back out of the room, not wanting to be trapped in the small chamber.

      Fortunately, I was up on the raised landing of the room, out of reach for the moment. The skeleton knight, now fully out of its coffin, lumbered towards the stairs. Despite knowing it probably wouldn’t work, I didn’t see that I had any other options, so I channeled Turn Undead. As I concentrated on summoning the ward, I felt the chill of channeling spread throughout me, and my spirit meter dropped nearly halfway. It was an expensive gamble, but what other choice did I have? Glowing silver-blue wisps began seeping from my skin, twisting away and out across the room. I looked like a spider at the middle of a luminescent web shooting in every direction.

      But though the strands darted to the skeleton knight as he mounted the last step and turned towards me, and curled about his armored limbs and seized tight with the sound of faint screaming, the monster didn’t halt his approach, but plodded along the landing, his yellow eyes steadily on me.

      I cut off the channel, knowing it wasn’t working. Time for Plan B: throw shit at it and hope something lands. I channeled another Magic Missiles, even though my mana was down to 50/100 and it would eat another 25 away. But though light bullets sprayed across the skeleton, it didn’t halt his march.

      He was barely fifteen feet away now. I clutched the knife I’d picked up in my right hand and drew my other dagger with my left, and despite the panic rising up and choking me, I prepared myself for a desperate launch at him, in the hopes of my knives finding enough chinks in his armor before he could tear me apart. But when the skeleton knight hefted his heavy warhammer and turned for a swing, my feeble resolve failed, and I leaped off the landing instead.

      The crack of steel on stone came from behind me, and a spattering of pebbles cascaded down as I landed on the floor. It wasn’t a clean landing, and the ten-foot drop hurt my legs and chipped away at my health meter, but I was still alive at least. I darted for the stairs, hoping to get to the door and unlock it before the skeleton knight could reach it, when I saw the shadow growing larger overhead.

      Only my investment in dexterity saved me as my reflexes kicked in and I rolled out of the way. The skeleton knight, having made a huge leap from the landing, crunched down on the floor where I’d just been and continued his stalk towards me more quickly now. I was sprawled on the floor and I scrambled to get away, but I felt the iron grip of the gauntlet close about my leg. A moment later, I was hauled into the air, the room zipping by in a dizzying rush.

      I was nearly numb with fright. As the skeleton knight wound up to dash me against a wall, I resigned myself to my fate. Two deaths at level 2 — maybe I wasn’t destined to play this game after all.

      Then the opportunity popped up. The monster, pausing at the peak of its wind up, had put me next to its head and the open gap under its helm. Without thinking, I stabbed into one of the yellow eyes with the knife in my right hand and felt the metal meet and break the bone.

      The skeleton knight froze in place. Then its hand jerked open, and I tumbled to the ground, rolling away from the ugly brute and looking back in amazement. The dagger — the dagger I’d picked up from the secret room — was still in its eye, but now it was glowing a bright, sharp blue, and getting brighter every second. I shielded my eyes, then plugged my ears as a horrible scream rent through the room. The light filled the room, overwhelming my senses.

    

  







            The Night Sisters

          

        

      

    

    
      A few seconds passed in almost intolerable pain, then the light began to dim. As soon as I could risk it, I opened my eyes to see what had become of the skeleton knight, and I stared in surprise. All that was left was a pile of rusty armor. Even the skeleton was gone, nothing but a fine, white dust like the ashes of a fire.

      And sticking out of the helmet was the looted knife, the glow fading and returning it to its normal dull gleam.

      
        
        +200 XP!

        

      

      I took it up in wonder, pulling up the overlay for its stats, though I quickly saw they weren’t very helpful:

      
        
        Iron Dagger of Minor Banishing

        Quality: Fine (38/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: ? (You must identify this item to learn its magic attributes)

        

      

      I had to get this identified as soon as I could, to see what enchantment was powerful enough to take care of such a skeleton warrior. I replaced one of my knives to equip my new treasure.

      Then a noticed a notification lingering in the corner of my screen:

      
        
        You are now Level 3! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

        

      

      I was advancing by leaps and bounds now! I could only hope I’d keep this progress up. People had complained about how difficult it was to level up in the forums, but this was a cinch.

      Of course, I’d had a bit of help. And Sheika said I was on an unusual path… Still, I could claim a bit of credit, couldn’t I?

      I started assigning my points. Despite my resolution to be a dark assassin who used a lot of channels, I was shaping up to use mana a lot more right now. Consider that, I put my 10 SP in mana. As for the rest, I considered what would have been useful in my fight with the skeleton knight. Two went to agility easily, and another one to dexterity, while the last went to perception. Maybe if I’d had enough perception, I wouldn’t have tripped whatever trap that had been in the first place. Though, I did suspect it was a magic trap, as I’d religiously been using Detect Traps as far as my stamina allowed.

      Points assigned, I gave my stats the once over.

      



  





        .
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Not bad, not bad.

      An added bonus to the level up is that I now had topped off meters going forward. I’d need them if I encountered anymore creatures like that skeleton knight.

      Though it looked like the defeated monster wouldn’t have any loot, I checked inside the corroded armor, and was soon rewarded for my efforts with two amber amethysts, pulled from where his eyes had been. Gems often being receptacles of enchantments, I wondered if this was what had animated the skeleton, or perhaps augmented his power. Enchanted or not, the gems would fetch a pretty penny, and make me more than rich enough for some upgraded gear.

      Thinking there might be more loot in the secret room, I gave it a more thorough pat down and came away with 36 more coins from a small jewelry box and a pair of enchanted vambraces:

      
        
        Hard Leather Greaves of Resistance

        Quality: Fair (24/25)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: ? (You must identify this item to learn its magic attributes)

        

      

      They had some sort of enchantment to them, and they were certainly better than the rags I had on my legs now. I quickly equipped them.

      Finding nothing else in the room, I used the key to head through the door and into the hallway beyond. Summoning my Magelight (with a sad look at my mana, which was depleted to 30/100), I cautiously made my way down the narrow passage, pausing often to Detect Traps. But there were no traps here, and nothing to loot. At the end of it was another door, this one unlocked, and I pulled it open.

      I thought instantly that I must have arrived at the end of the dungeon. The chamber rose up high above, its heights revealed from ghostly blue torches mounted on the curved walls. Beneath were three giant statues of three women. One had a ragged cloth over her eyes, another over her mouth, and the third had two rags trailing from her ears. Unless I was mistaken, these were the visages of the Night Sisters, the dark trickster demigods who caused trouble among the gods, as their followers did among the faiths.

      But where were the Sisters I was supposed to talk to? I wandered around the statues, to the other side, where an eerie conclusion dawned on me. Three sarcophagi were mounted on the walls, open and occupied. In them were three beings very much like the Night Sisters depicted above me, but smaller than myself, worn by the ravages of time, and clad in rags. As I approached, the three beings shifted. Blue eyes blinked open and, heads creaking slowly around, they leveled their gazes upon me. I tried not to tremble as the Night Sisters folded out of their uncomfortable beds and stepped onto the ground.

      Instead of addressing me, Sisters turned towards each other. “Are you two still going, you old hags?” the one with the blindfold said. A blue glow emanated through the fabric, letting me know her eyes were just the same as theirs behind it.

      The Sister with the gag shrugged her thin shoulders, while the deaf one screeched, “What’s that, you ancient twat?! SPEAK LOUDER!”

      I shuffled my feet uncomfortably, and all three whipped their heads around towards me, as if noticing me for the first time.

      “Ah, a guest,” the blind Sister said. “Great.”

      “I can come back if it’s a bad time…” I said uncertainly, though I was certain I couldn’t make it past that skeleton knight if he came back the second time.

      “WHAT’D THE MEATPILE SAY?”

      The mute Sister shrugged.

      “Shut up!” the blind Sister snapped at her sister before her gaze turned back to me. “Now, what was it you wanted, live one?”

      I reached for the scroll Malik had given me. “The Noble Ignobles send their regards.” That sounded official enough for demigods. “They have a request, sealed within this scroll.”

      The blind Sister held her hand out, and I carefully handed it to her and withdrew swiftly. Potential allies they might be, but I didn't want to be any closer that I had to be, if only from the reek of decayed flesh coming off her.

      The blind Sister opened the scroll and held it before her. “Drat. These cursed cataracts. Agniel, come read this.” She gestured at the deaf Sister.

      After a brief exchange for clarification, the deaf sister ambled over and began declaring the secret message at a scream. “TO THE ESTEEMED SISTERS — HAH! WHAT HOGWASH THIS IS! — THE NOBLE IGNOBLES HAVE LONG ADMIRED YOU FROM AFAR. SO IT IS WITH MUCH REGARD THAT WE — I'LL SKIP ALL THIS RUBBISH — OUR AMBITIONS SEEM NOW TO ALIGN WITH YOUR OWN. THE GODDESS OF THE NAIADS, NALAMANADINE, KNOWN AS NALI, SUPPORTS AN EMPIRE DEEMED TO BE UNLAWFULLY SEIZING AND POSSESSING LAND THAT BELONGS TO THE KING OF EBRETIN, HIS MAJESTY FREDRICK DUNDAR II, IN OPPOSITION TO ALL OTHER FAITHS BUT THOSE OF ZYNAL OF THE VALYN AND OMAGNAR OF THE GNARISH. IN SUPPORT OF OUR KING’S JUST CAUSE, WE WISH TO REQUISITION YOUR AID IN UNDERMINING THE FAITH OF NALI BY SICKENING HER PRIESTS AND DEFILING HER EFFIGIES — HAH! NOW WE’RE TALKING! — THE MANNER OF THIS SABOTAGE IS LEFT IN YOUR CAPABLE HANDS. THE ONE WHO STANDS BEFORE YOU WILL ACT AS OUR AGENT IN THIS REGARD. PLEASE ADVISE AND ASSIST HIM  AS BEST YOU ARE ABLE.

      YOURS IN MOST HUMBLE ADMIRATION,

      BRANDEUR THREE-HORNED

      GENERAL OF THE NOBLE IGNOBLES.”

      Brandeur was supposed to be a general now? I smirked for a moment at that. But the overall message was more interesting to ponder as I rubbed at my throbbing ears. Another quest was coming, clearly, and this one looked to be a much bigger deal. I'd stumbled upon a major, world-shaping quest, one of the ones renowned for loads of experience and awesome rewards. I felt myself tingle with excitement.

      However, the task, sickening priests, sounded far from appetizing. Still, if I was giving them a bit of food poisoning, where was the harm in that? I could live with making a few old geezers upchuck.

      After a long pause, the blind Sister spoke. “So. You are to be the arbiter of our will. Do you believe yourself up for the task?”

      “Yes,” I answered without hesitation.

      
        
        New quest: Unholy Water (Level 15) [Night Sisters] - Poison the waters of the temple of the goddess Nali in J’anteau. But be sure not to baptize your baby with this stuff!

        Reward: 20,000 XP (+1000 XP faction bonus), an adept Black channel, increased alignment with the Night Sisters, increased alignment with the Noble Ignobles, increased allegiance to Ebretin.

         		This quest has implications for the whole of the Everlands! Proceed with caution!

        

      

      I blinked. Had I read that right? 20 thousand XP! Not to mention all the rewards. And that line at the end — that was every player’s dream to get. Sheika was right; this quest was wack! I was almost giddy with anticipation to get started.

      Of course, there was that level 15 requirement. At level 2, I'd have to do a lot of training before I was ready to complete it.

      Then my impending deadline for logging off came crashing back on me, and my palms began to sweat with anxiety. I had to see this through. I had to go and do this now.

      The Night Sisters had further instructions for me. “Go to the Naiadic capital on the mainland, the city of J’anteau,” the blind Sister said. “There, you will find the great temple to Nali, and poison their water with this.” She drew out a small vial of clear liquid from her ragged robes, and I tentatively approached to take it from her, holding my breath so I wouldn't I have to smell her.

      As I did, her other hand suddenly reached out and grasped my arm in a cold, dead grip. “You cannot fail,” she rasped. “You will need to possess more tools than you currently have in your possession. Take this gift from my Sisters and I.”

      The cold started spreading from her hand, but even though I shivered violently, I didn't try and shake her off. Whatever was happening was supposed to be a gift, and I wanted to see it through.

      When I thought I must have transformed into an ice cube, the undead demigod finally lifted her hand from me. I collapsed to my knees and clutched my arms around me, teeth chattering. But there something else now, some new knowledge in my mind…

      
        
        You have learned a new channel: Siphon Essence (Lvl 1)!

        Affinity: Black

        Faith: Night Sisters

        Cost: 15 spirit

        Effect: Steal 30 spirit from another sentient, living being.

        

      

      “This will help you on your journey,” the blind Sister said. “But if you're to succeed, you must learn more, much more. Visit our sanctuary in Halduran on your way to J’anteau to acquire greater power in this regard.”

      
        
        New quest: Dark Sanctuary (Level 5) [Night Sisters] - Visit the sanctuary in Halduran for another Night Sisters quest.

        Reward: 500 XP, increased alignment with the Night Sisters

        

      

      “Th-thank you, my lady,” I said through chattering teeth. It was good to have a way to restore spirit for the journey ahead, even if it was a bit sinister. I didn't know if I'd have the guts to use it on someone innocent, even in a game, as I didn't know if it'd be painful to them or not.

      “One more thing,” I said, coherently this time, as the cold was starting to fade away, and my jaws were working properly again. I drew out the Iron Dagger of Minor Banishing and held it before me. “Can you identify this?”

      The blind Sister reached out. “Put it in my hand,” she instructed.

      Careful not to touch her decaying skin, I did so. A blue glow surrounded the knife, then a moment later she held it out to me, and I took it back, quickly sheathing it so my hands didn’t freeze off. Still, I pulled up its now complete stats:

      
        
        Iron Dagger of Minor Banishing

        Quality: Fine

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: This item can banish three undead creatures level 10 and below before it must be recharged. Recharge Black items by sacrificing a sentient soul to it.

        Charges: 2/3

        

      

      At my level, it was a powerful item. But that last bit about how it charged sounded a bit nasty. “How do you sacrifice a soul to the dagger?” I asked, just to be sure.

      “Kill a creature with it,” the blind Sister said drily. “What else?”

      I shrugged. I’d deal with the moral qualms of that when it came up. “Can you also identify my greaves?” I asked, lifting a leg.

      “WHAT DO YOU THINK WE ARE, SHOPKEEPERS? GO AWAY NOW, YOU STEAMING PILE OF MEAT,” the deaf Sister bellowed at me.

      I gave her a sour expression, but knowing I’d get no further help here, I made my way back towards where I’d entered the room.

      “NOT THAT WAY. TRY THE DOOR BEHIND THAT CUNT OVER THERE.”

      Scrambling to obey as I cringed, I approached what looked like the outline of a door in the cave wall to the side of their three upright sarcophagi and pulled on its handle. As soon as I touched it, the door began to rumble open.

      “We will expect a full report,” the blind Sister said just before I stepped through, “when you return.” There was more than a bit of doubt in her tone, but it was the lack of concern that made me wonder. How many others had been sent on this same mission?

      No matter. Just as long as I could stayed logged into The Everlands, I'd push to finish it. No matter how long it took.
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      I emerged from the secret door of the dark lair and blinked at the bright scene around me. Sometime during my escapades below, night had turned to day. Good thing I knew time passed more quickly here than in the real world. Otherwise I’d start to be worried about my real body.

      I pushed it from my mind as I set to finding my way back to The Golden Goat, so I could report back to Malik and reap the rewards from my first dungeon dive. I found it was easier finding my way back now, and it seemed to go beyond just normal learning my way around. Pulling up my stats, I saw another listing under Skills: Navigation. Concentrating on it, I brought up a description:

      
        
        Navigation — You know where you've been, and you know where you want to go. Furthering this skill will help you easily navigate areas you've been to as well as quickly learn your way around new areas. Triggered after traveling your first 15 miles.

        

      

      That last part explained why I only just got it. I wasn't sure exactly how to progress it, since there seemed to be techniques to skills I had yet to learn. I resolved to explore it further, since such a skill would be invaluable if I was going to a faraway city.

      Remembering what the prompt had said earlier when I’d pulled up my map, I tried it again. Now, all the areas I’d been were lit up in a sea of black. Still, I grinned. It’d be way easier to find my way back now. But since I couldn’t see beyond what I’d already explored, I’d have to get a map or something to find my way to J’anteau, however far away it was.

      I was still on the outskirts of Stalburgh when a misty figure formed next to me. I didn't jump this time, I'm proud to say, but I was still surprised to see who it was. “Ava! You're still here!”

      The ghost smiled sadly. “Yes. And so are you.”

      A queasy feeling kicked up in my stomach. “Well, yeah.”

      I'd stopped walking, and Ava began to slowly circle me. “Be careful, Marrow,” she said so softly I could barely hear her over the normal forest noises. “You're playing in the games of gods now. Always remember they're watching, that every move you make is scrutinized and judged.”

      The squirming in my gut intensified, and despite myself, I thought again of the guy who said he couldn't log me off, as well as Sheika’s portentous words. Was I being an idiot by staying on so long, especially when the parlor guy couldn't boot me?

      But this was my one chance. I couldn't just let it slip away while I still had it. I'd just have to play this game of the Pantheon’s, and hope it didn’t have consequences something beyond the bounds of The Everlands itself.

      “Thanks, Ava,” I told my Specter guide. I meant it. She seemed to be a guide even beyond the parameters of the game. “Don’t stay away so long next time, okay? I thought something had happened to you.”

      That finally brought a smile to her lips, if a faint one. “I’ll try. I have to go now, Marrow…” She started dissipating.

      “Wait!” I cried, a sudden question occurring to me. “Which god do you serve?”

      She paused, barely more than a fine spray in the sunlight, making her body kaleidoscopic like a rainbow. “The one whom all Specters serve. Mordreth, god of the Underworld.”

      Then she finished disappearing and was gone.

      I thought about that for a moment. It was becoming more and more apparent how important faith was here. My mission seemed little more than a PR hijack, but if the gods were as active in the Everlands as they appeared, it would have consequences far beyond that. On one side of the conflict seemed to be Nali of the water-dwelling Naiads, Omagnar of the tunneling Gnarish, and Zynal of the Valyn elves high in the sky. On the other side, all I knew was the Night Sisters, who as demi-goddesses, I wasn't sure if I should count them in the Pantheon. Though I did see they were listed as one of my faith alignments now, so maybe they did. There had to be others with them, though. This Mordreth might be one of them; it seemed a natural alliance between the two entities dealing with death. And whoever supported King Fredrick and his mercenaries the Ignobles was on this side — my side, I supposed — as well.

      One thing was certain: I needed someone to set me straight to all the religions so I knew exactly what I was dealing with.

      I set off at a jog, eager to get on with my new quest. The streets of Stalburgh weren't quite full yet at this hour of the morning, and I easily made my way through what pedestrians there were in little time.

      Slowing as I entered The Golden Goat, I saw the common room wasn't nearly so crowded now. Brandeur, my captain now apparently, didn't occupy his chair either. I hoped Malik's night hadn't gone well and he'd be up in his room alone.

      Making my way upstairs and through the halls, I stopped before his door and knocked without hesitation. Inaudible mutters came from the other side, and a minute later a thoroughly hungover Malik appeared from behind the door.

      “It didn't go well then,” I observed smugly.

      “Just come in,” the rogue said darkly, stepping aside.

      Once I was inside with the door closed, the rogue, who was clad in nothing but a ratty night robe, squarely faced me. “You met with them? The Sisters?”

      I nodded. “They agreed. And I agreed to do the deed myself.” I still wasn't settled on how I felt about the task, but I wanted the rewards bad enough to stomach it.

      Malik stroked his scraggly goatee. “Well then. I guess you're the man for the job, if the Night Sisters deemed you worthy. But before I forget — honest pay for honest work.” He winked and threw me a considerably heavier bag of coins than before. Where he'd produced it from, I didn't want to know.

      
        
        You’ve completed A Rendezvous in the Night! +1000 XP (+50 XP), increased alignment with the Noble Ignobles, 150 coins

        

      

      I also noticed the level up notification appear in the bottom of my screen this time, and grinned.

      
        
        You are now Level 4! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

        

      

      Level 4 already — I’d had a rough start, but I was getting better at this.

      “Now,” Malik said, eyeing me with a shrewd expression, “since you've gotten this far, there is one thing still to take care of.”

      “And that is?”

      He turned and started ruffling around the chest at the foot of his bed, extracting some equally ratty clothes, then started pulling them on before me. “Swearing fealty to a king.”

      I sighed. Leveling up would have to wait then. “Lead the way, good rogue.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      A half hour later, Malik led me through the castle at Stalburgh, which belonged to one duke by the name of Lord Rodalt. As we entered his great hall, the lord of the castle sat opposite of us, awaiting our approach at the end of a purple carpet.

      Lord Rodalt was a man whose weight it wouldn't be PC to mention, but let's say it was quite considerable. What was left of his hair puffed out on either side like the biggest cotton balls you'd ever see, and his mustache looked like a rat’s tail after it had gone for a swim. I tried to hide a smirk as Malik, clad in his shabby finery, led me down the carpet.

      “My Lord Rodalt, I do thank you for taking our audience,” Malik said with oiled manners. “May I present my brave companion, Marrow—”

      He glanced at me, realizing he knew nothing beyond that name. I didn't help him, but stared with a polite expression.

      Malik cleared his throat. “Marrow.”

      “Marrow Marrow, is it?” The duke’s voice was far deeper and richer than I'd expected. In the real world, he could have been an opera singer. “A strange name, I do think. But adventurers nearly always do, don't they, Pomel?”

      A thin man next to the duke replied in weary tones, “Indeed, my Lord.”

      I saw an overlay beginning to catalogue “Marrow Marrow” as a newly acquired name, and I thought it best to put to rest. “It's just Marrow. My Lord,” I added, archaic manners coming foreign to me.

      “Just Marrow? A fine epithet—”

      “Er,” I interrupted hastily. “Marrow. Marrow is my name.”

      The duke harrumphed to himself. “Do make up your mind good fellow! Now, Marrow, what can I do for you?”

      I couldn't decide if this guy was just messing with me or if he was really that dumb. In any case, he was a duke — he could afford a few jokes at others’ expense.

      I didn't know what to say, my charisma failing me. Fortunately, Malik intervened. “My Lord Rodalt, my companion here has but recently entered the service of the Noble Ignobles. Yet already has he proven to be a friend and great asset. Above all, he is loyal to the Crown and King Fredrick, which is why he is here today. Though a foreigner, he wishes to declare the King of Ebretin his liege lord, and to pledge his service and his life to whatever cause he deems necessary.”

      The Duke chuckled. “A foreigner declaring for the king? And an adventurer no less. This is a rare treat. Well, go on, Marrow. I'll have your oath.” He leaned forward in his throne. “But you will not just swear to King Fredrick, my boy. You will swear to me to be my vassal as your direct lord.”

      I hadn't been fond of the idea of declaring for some king I’d never met when Malik had brought it up. Even the enticing factors of Ebretin being the largest human kingdom in the immediate vicinity of the Everlands and it being actively in a conquest mindset weren't much to sway me towards it. I just thought it was likely to restrict my way forward, and I wasn't fond of limitations. However, when Malik had said I couldn't continue on my quest without doing so, I’d relented.

      But declaring for this ridiculous duke, whom I didn't know and certainly didn’t like? This was one leash too much.

      “You mistake me, my Lord,” I spoke up. Malik turned with a sharp look, but I ignored him. “As I'm not from this country, Stalburgh is just another place I'm passing through. It is not my home. Therefore, I do not see the need to declare for you.”

      The duke wore a half-smile, almost a sneer. “Is that right, Marrow of Many Names? Well, since you are a foreigner, let me explain how vassalage works.” He held up a finger at himself. “I grant protection to whoever is in my lands.” He pointed at me. “Whomever is protected in my lands is my vassal. It's quite simple, really.”

      I wished Malik had talked through this with me a bit more. I stewed as Malik interjected and began smoothing the situation over, slowly but inevitably winding me around to the oath for both duke and king. Finally, I relented, and began reciting the words.

      When we were done, a feeling like I'd been doused in cold oil spreading over me at Lord Rodalt’s victorious smile. “Well, my vassal,” he said to me, “I hear you are making a journey soon. I'll expect a full report upon your return, hm?”

      “Yes, m’lord,” I said glumly. I couldn’t get out of there soon enough, and turned away without a bow, Malik apologizing behind before following close on my heels.
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            The Tipsy Navigator

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thanks for that,” I grumbled as we exited the castle.

      “For what? You wanted to continue your task and get in good with the king. I provided a way to do that.” Malik shrugged. “What's the harm in having another boss, eh?”

      I just shook my head and pulled up my stats. I hadn't placed the points for my latest level up yet, and it beat talking to this back alley swindler.
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I pondered where to put these new points given my recent experiences. With the skeleton knight, quick feet and reactions allowed me to overcome a much greater foe. That called for more points in dexterity and agility. However, I had already invested in those with my last level up. And as my quarrel with the duke showed, I had many other confrontations in the Everlands other than physical fights. Just making my character a dumb, efficient brute wouldn’t get me far if I couldn’t persuade people of anything.

      With all this in mind, I put my 10 SP in stamina, then put one AP in agility, belief, intellect, and charisma each. I knew my spells were useful, so it made sense to advance intellect, and I hoped my channels would be increasingly important — I could tell Minor Healing certainly would be, especially when I could Siphon Essence to recover spirit. As for charisma, I hoped that it would give me an edge for my next battle of words and wits.

      I noticed Malik staring at me. “What?” I said.

      “Why are you coming back to the Goat with me? Trying to get in my bed or something?” He waved his hands dramatically. “Be away!”

      I rubbed my forehead. The man was impossible. “You know, if you weren’t responsible for everything good that’s happened so far, I’d be tempted to clock you.”

      The rogue grinned at me. “You’re not the first and won’t be the last, my odd friend.” He pointed down a junction as we walked past it. “Now I’ll be responsible for kicking your ass out of Stalburgh. That way’s the markets. I suggest you see your way to them, before our great duke finds an excuse to detain you.”

      I grimaced. “Fair enough. You have any suggestions on where to start?”

      Malik shrugged. “If you’re not sure, you can’t go wrong at Yansel’s general store. He can point you in the right direction if you don’t find what you need there.”

      “Thanks.” I waved a half-hearted farewell to Malik as I went down the road. After a few crossings, I saw a fresh white sign with cheery red letters reading General Store. A bit of a generic name, but storekeepers weren’t renowned for their creativity.

      I entered the general store by its creaking front door. As soon as I stepped in, a bent older lady with short, tightly curled hair sidled up shyly next to me. “May I help you, sir?” she asked meekly.

      I blinked. Timidity was something in rare supply in the Everlands so far as I’d experienced it, so her demeanor caught me off-guard. “Hello,” I said awkwardly. “I guess I’m, uh, looking to upgrade my gear.”

      Her big eyes wandered over my person. “Ahhh. An adventurer.” Her shy smile brightened the room. “I should have known from the armor.”

      I glanced down at my person. If I looked an adventurer, I looked a poor one at the moment. “Yeah, I guess.” I cleared my throat. “Do you have anything I could use?”

      “Of course! Right this way, sir.”

      The old lady — Yansel I assumed — led me to the corner where a few suits of worn armor hung. I stared at the uninspiring leather set and the rusted iron chainmail. “I think I’ll take a moment to browse,” I said tactfully.

      Yansel smiled again. “Take your time.” She shuffled back towards the front, leaving me to walk among the shelves alone.

      There were used trinkets beyond count. Candlesticks with chipping silver, worn axes for chopping wood, apples, oranges, salts, what looked like bunches of grass — Yansel had every small thing you could possibly want. Everything you could want, that is, if you were settled with a home. For a traveler like me, it wasn’t quite suiting my needs. So much for Malik’s suggestion.

      I did, however, pick up the wood axe, a tinderbox, and a small satchel of rock salt for meals on the road (not only for the taste, but I hoped it would boost the restorative benefits of food I cooked with it). After Yansel happily totaled it up, the damage came to 11 coins, a mere dent in my current wallet of 201 coins. I pushed over the payment, thanked her, and asked after a blacksmith, navigator, and someone who sold spells. While she couldn’t help me with the last one, she gave directions to the closest blacksmith and ranger. I thanked her and left.

      It turned out I didn’t really need the directions for the blacksmith, as the plume of smoke ejecting from his furnace was signpost enough. Entering into the shop portion of his place, I heard a bell jingle with the door, and the cry of “Coming!” from the back. A few minutes passed, and I tried not to tap my foot, my press for time weighing on my mind. Finally, the blacksmith emerged from the back, a stout Gnarish with a bald, sweaty head and a long beard. “My pardons for the delay, young master,” the blacksmith said in a genial voice. “What can I do for you?”

      I’d been looking around his shop while I’d waited, and had my eye on a particular set, a hauberk and trousers that looked made of sleek, black scales fit seamlessly together. I pointed to it. “How much for those?”

      The Gnarish laughed when he saw what I pointed at. “I can save you the trouble. You’re not going to be able to afford that.” His eyes grew distant as he stared at it. “That’s a one-of-a-kind. Genuine dragonscale armor.”

      No wonder I’d been impressed. I looked back at it, wondering how big the dragons were in the Everlands. “How’d you get the scales?”

      “A lucky venture. An adventurer much like yourself came in with a stack of them one day, and I bought them off of her immediately.” He nodded amicably. “Already sold the other armor set I made from it. This second is my last until I get another such lucky stonefall.” He eyed me. “If you get a bit more experience under your belt, maybe it will come from you.”

      
        
        New quest: Seller of Scales (Level 29) - Find a dragon and steal its scales to sell them back to the Gnarish blacksmith in Stalburgh. Sounds simple, right?

        Reward: 10,000 XP, opportunity to buy dragonscale armor

        

      

      That one was a far shot. But who knew, maybe I’d get around to it if I went into an Everlands-induced coma in reality.

      “Maybe it will,” I smiled. “So what’s it cost? 10,000 coins?”

      “50,000. If I’m being generous.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Who?”

      “Er — never mind.” I scanned his selection again, looking for something a little more moderate. “Do you have something suitable for around 100 coins or so?”

      The Gnarish eyed me for a moment. “You’re in boiled leather now. You were eyeing the dragonscales. Unless I’m mistaken, you’re looking for something light that allows you to move nimbly on your feet, correct? Doesn’t make much noise? But takes a punch when it need to?”

      I was impressed. “Correct to the last detail. Do you have something?”

      “Do I indeed!” The Gnarish gave a great guffaw as he came around the corner. He hummed tunelessly to himself as he walked around the edges of his shop. Finally, he arrived at a set of armor composed of dull, metal scales. It didn’t look like much, but then again, I was still a relatively poor nobody, no matter how much just under 200 coins seemed to me.

      “These will do you nicely,” the Gnarish said. He pulled up the sleeve to show me. “Steel scales,” he said, pointing, “separated and softened with cotton, so they don’t clink when you’re trying to move softly. And to provide a bit of extra padding and comfort, there’s a layer of leather underneath.”

      I touched it myself. It seemed well made. Focusing on it brought up its stats as confirmation:

      
        
        Steel Scaled Hauberk

        Quality: Exceptional (100/100)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        

      

      “A good idea,” I said. “But that’s a cut above normal armor. Am I going to be able to afford it?”

      “Well, that is a potential issue… The set runs 350. But if you have the money,” the blacksmith rushed to say as I blanched, “it pays to go for quality up front! The right piece of armor will save your life.” He patted the chest of the armor.

      But I just didn’t have that kind of money. “What about just the top half? Could I get them separate? I just can’t afford both.”

      “Hmm…” The Gnarish pondered it for a long time. “I suppose that could work,” he said slowly. “I’ll even let go of the tunic for a discount, as I’ve taken a liking to you. 150, and that’s as low as I can go.”

      I knew I was supposed to bargain, but I had a feeling the Gnarish was telling the truth. “Done.”

      It hurt pushing over those stacks of coins, even when I alleviated the cost by selling my boiled leather jerkin for 10 coins. But when I donned the hauberk a moment later, I knew it was the right decision. I felt the tunic subtly adjust itself to me so it was snug and secure; auto-fit was a handy feature. And the scales on the outside already made me feel safer.

      I thanked the blacksmith and turned to leave. Before I did, the Gnarish said one last thing. “I think you’ll go far, if you don’t mind me saying. Do remember about that dragonscale if the opportunity arises!”

      “I will.” I smiled and waved back, glad that at least one person didn’t think I was a total poser.

      It looked like it wouldn’t matter that I didn’t know where a spell shop was, as I was fast running out of coins — I only had 50 left. But then I remembered I had the two amber amethysts. I had a feeling that a mage might be interested in them, and resolved to ask the navigator, who should know Stalburgh better than anyone, if there really wasn’t a spell seller in the city.

      The navigator lived off the main street in a dingy alley, a small sign providing the only indication that I’d reached the right place. Eyeing the small hut skeptically, I knocked.

      A clatter sounded from inside. “Shit! Not now!” a woman’s voice shouted. “Come back much, much later!”

      I hesitated a moment, debating whether or not I should comply. But time was too short — I couldn’t afford to be polite. I took a deep breath and yanked at the door. It apparently was unlocked, and sprung right open.

      The hut looked like an abandoned shack. Cups, plates, and cutlery were scattered across the floor, all with crusted food on them. Even more present were the bottles: big and small, curved and straight, every size present for roll call, and every one empty. But the room wasn’t abandoned — a figure slouched on a stool in the corner. Seeing her posture and her lazy, clumsy movements by the candlelight, it didn't take great perception to know what had been in all those bottles.

      The figure sat up at my entrance. “Who do you think you are?” she demanded, her words slurred. “I told you to go away!”

      I looked around, not hiding my disgust. “A navigator is supposed to live here.”

      “A navigator does live here, not that it's any of your damned business. Now get the hell out of my house!”

      I didn't move. “You? You're kidding me. You don't look like you could find your way to the bed right now. If there is one in here.”

      The figure made an attempt at rising, then summarily gave up. “Oh, ha-ha, another jester come by to laugh at me.” A hocked loogie nearly hit my foot. “Piss on you all!”

      I summoned Magelight, wanting to get a closer look. To my surprise, the navigator was a Satyr. But considering the state of the place, maybe it shouldn't have come as a shock. I don’t mean to be racist, but it did seem that every Satyr I’d come across had quite the proclivity for drink…

      Like Brandeur, she was quite the looker. Sure, she had black bags under her eyes, and her walnut skin had a sallow undertone to it, but otherwise she seemed fit, hale, and pretty, with petite but strong features, like a dancer. The fur on her legs looked silky, if a bit matted, and even her horns and hoofs had a certain charm.

      The navigator just seemed to grow angrier as I studied her. “Are you just going to stand there and stare? Someone does need a lesson in manners!”

      “Will you be the one to teach me?” The tease came out before I thought better of it. Either it was the lack of intellect or a higher charisma; we’d have to see how it turned out.

      To my surprise, a grin cracked across her face, but it disappeared almost as soon as it appeared. “Cheeky bastard.” She sighed, and slowly sat up, though the attempt at decorum was undermined by her taking a long draught from the goblet in her hand. “I assume you're here because you need to travel the wilderness in search of far-fetched adventures, am I right?”

      “Something like that. I was hoping you could point me in the right direction, give me a few survival tips, stuff like that.”

      “Oh?” Her eyebrows shot up. “And then what, you'll waltz off on your own and arrive at your destination whole and healthy?”

      Something in her tone made me hesitate. “That's the idea,” I said tentatively.

      She shook her head, a snide smile spreading. “Then I suppose you haven't heard of the widow willows, so called for the sap that runs down their trunks and branches and traps any who comes near. Or the choker vines that creep up on you while you're sleeping. Not to mention all monsters — craig trolls, the restless dead, dire wolves, goblins — who would love to make a meal of your meat.”

      A cold fear started creeping in, from my toes to the hairs on my scalp. I'd nearly been killed by a skeleton warrior. How could I survive all of that on my own?

      “Or…” The Satyr straightened up and pawed at her unruly hair. “You could hire a navigator.”

      I stared. “You? I'm traveling to J’anteau. Could you make it even outside Stalburgh without collapsing?”

      Her hair stood on end like a cat’s. “If you want my help, you're doing a shoddy job of asking for it.”

      I wasn't sure if it was her help I needed, but I did need someone to guide me. Until I found out who, it was better to humor her. “Okay. How much would you cost?”

      Her eyes suddenly became sharp and shrewd through the cloud of intoxication. “You're an adventurer. That means you'll have an eye for treasure, unless your fine armor misspeaks.” She tossed her head and eyed me. “I'll have half of it.”

      “Half?” My eyes nearly fell out of my head. “Of everything I get? No way.”

      “Well then,” the navigator said, sitting back. “Have fun with 100% of nothing, plus a bonus brutal death.”

      I fumed internally. Unfortunately, I had a feeling she was right. “Try 40/60.”

      “42/58.”

      I stared at her. “Really?”

      She cocked an eyebrow and said nothing.

      “Fine,” I muttered. “It'll waste more time than that 2% is worth.”

      “That will depend,” she said. She stuck her hand out, a gleam to her eye now. “Farelle.”

      I took it. “Marrow.”

      “I'm guessing you have some bones to you then.” She chuckled as we shook.

      If this kept up, I'd have to get a new name after all.

      
        
        You have gained a new companion! Companions can aid in your journey and bring a variety of skills to your party, but will only stay with you for as long as their conditions remain applicable. You may view your companion’s stats at any time.

        

      

      While I had the opportunity, I decided to do just that:
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She at least seemed to be what she was, from her skills — someone with a bit of wilderness experience.

      “Well then,” the navigator said, standing unsteadily. “Much to do. We leave this evening I assume?”

      “The sooner the better.”

      “I’ll skip the bath then. Come back in an hour.”

      I eyed her skeptically. “I'll come back in an hour and a half. Wouldn't want to skip hygiene.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and I smirked to myself.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Farelle gave me instructions for a spell seller, so while she cleaned herself up and prepared for the long journey, I made my way to his shop. It looked, appropriately enough, like a wizard’s hat, with a decrepit, leaning tower wilting off a circular, sloped roof. The door was cracked open, so I knocked lightly and, after a moment, slowly eased inside.

      Though outside was day, the inside was cast in shadows, only alleviated by strangely geometric lanterns casting red and blue light around. A rotund man with the barest beard peered from above his half-moon spectacles. “Yes?” he inquired impatiently.

      “Sorry to disturb you,” I rushed to say, feeling a bit embarrassed for barging in. After all, this wasn’t Farelle’s house, but the shop of an established merchant. “I believe you sell spells?”

      The man’s eyebrows rose a fraction higher. “And?”

      This mage wasn’t going to make it easy for me, I could see. “And I’m looking to buy some.”

      “Hm.” The man dropped his gaze back to the book open in his hands, seeming content to ignore me as he wished.

      I looked awkwardly about. There were a few neat stacks of books and two short rows of tightly bound scrolls arranged on the counter next to him, while the rest of the walls were bare. How did he make a living, especially when he did his best to drive customers away?

      “So are you open for business?” I finally asked, too annoyed to wait any longer.

      “Patience,” the man said without looking up, “is a wizard’s greatest asset.” His eyes flicked up, then fell back to his faded words. “Patience indeed is the single greatest thing that keeps most away from the mystical arts.”

      “It’s easy to be patient if you’re boring,” I observed. My charisma had clearly abandoned me just when I needed it.

      “I don’t believe there’s anything for you here,” the shopkeeper observed, turning a page. “Good day.”

      I reached into my pocket, and bringing the two amethysts from my inventory, I withdrew them and put them on the counter. “Maybe I’m also here for a sale.”

      The man adjusted his spectacles to eye them without much interest. “You wish to woo me with cloudy opals?” he asked dryly.

      “Amethysts, actually. And these aren’t just gems.” I leaned forward and pitched my voice for dramatic effect. “They were used to animate a skeleton knight that lied deep within the lair of the Night Sisters.”

      The mage’s eyebrows shot up. “Indeed,” he said evenly.

      “However…” I swept up the precious stones and pocketed them. “Since my magical jewels don’t interest you” — That came out wrong, but I plowed ahead — “I’d best proposition another, more insightful prospector.”

      The mage licked his lips, and finally I knew I had him hooked. Now to reel him in.

      “I’m just supposed to believe they animated a skeleton knight?” he complained.

      “You're the wiz’,” I countered. “Isn't there a spell for that?”

      Forgetting to be stern, he nodded absently as he stared at the amethysts. “I suppose allowances could be made for impatient adventurers.”

      Finally, he opened up as I'd hoped. After some negotiating, we came to the agreement that two amethysts would be exchanged for two spells. Considering my paltry spell list, I was more than happy to accept. I may have invested attribute points in belief, but that didn't mean I didn't want to explore the magical options available in the Everlands.

      As his counter implied, the mage had a small collection, but as a beginner, it had what I needed. There was an apprentice-level spell for the three elements to this world — Fire, Air, and Water — as well as for Mesmer, the illusion branch of magic, and Light, the basic branch for spells like Magic Missiles and Magelight.

      I decided to go with a Water spell for several reasons, not the least of which I was already craving ice in my water, no doubt an impossible luxury here. But I'd always thought ice spells were the most useful defensively, given that they usually slowed enemies as well as dealt damage, and this one was no different:

      
        
        Icy Plume (Lvl 1)

        Affinity: Water

        Cost: 25 mana

        Effect: Cast a cone of frozen air lasting 5 seconds, slowing enemies for -50% movement for 3 seconds and dealing 7 damage per second.

        “Now that’s what I call a snow cone!”

        

      

      I also considered picking up a Fire spell for some added damage and a fall back for starting fires in case Farelle wasn't too sharp on her survival skills. But as I carefully thumbed through the scrolls and books, one Mesmer spell caught my eye:

      
        
        Invigorate (Lvl 1)

        Affinity: Mesmer

        Cost: 30 mana

        Effect: Excite the current emotions of the target; effective if targeting level 7 sentient, living beings. Excitement can take a variety of forms, such as fury, enthusiasm, or terror. 		“Just don’t rely on Invigorate when you’re at the whorehouses!”

        

      

      Being able to manipulate others’ emotions would be invaluable, even if this one was a blunt tool that exacerbated whatever emotion they were already feeling. Still, the versatility was apparent, as I remembered how that power worked in Sanderson’s Mistborn novels to great effect. Excited myself, I snatched up the scroll and, reading it, felt the knowledge contained within it seep in. It evaporated into blue mist when I was finished reading it, as had the first.

      “It was a pleasure.” The mage didn't look up from his magnifying glass as he bent over the amethysts. I just shook my head and left. I got what I came for.
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            An Auspicious Embarkment

          

        

      

    

    
      When I arrived back at Farelle’s hut, I hardly recognized the navigator. She had replaced her soiled clothes with fresh ones, and had donned leather armor as well. An unstrung bow hung off one shoulder, and a sizable satchel hung from another.

      “Took you long enough,” the Satyr said with a smirk. There was just a hint of clumsiness to her now; I guess the prospect of work and adventure sobered her up. I wondered what had brought about the drunken bout, and hoped it would stay away. Though from the flask at her hip, I doubted that would happen.

      I noticed a second, smaller bag by her hooves, and gestured towards it. “That for me?”

      “I don’t see a luggage ass, do you?” She tossed the satchel to me and I lunged to catch it. “Got the basics in there for you, just in case a bag gets lost or we get split up.”

      I scanned the items inside through my inventory. Some dried meat, flint and stone, and some other survival odds and ends were inside, nothing too exciting. “Fair enough. Though I’d prefer we not get split up.”

      I wasn’t really fond of the idea of carrying that thing halfway across one land and halfway through another, so I brought up my inventory and stored it. As it evaporated into blue pixels, Farelle’s eyes widened. “What did you just… What magic was that? I’ve never seen anything like it!”

      I winked at her. “That’s the least of what I can do.” I wasn’t lying either — resurrection would probably make me a demigod in her eyes.

      She just shook her head. “I guess it’s good we’re on the same side.” She hefted her satchel. “Come on. If we’re leaving today, we’d best get a move on before the gates close for the night.”

      I wouldn’t argue with that. It had been many hours since I’d heard from the outside world. I thought guiltily perhaps I should be responsible and log off. But when would I ever get this opportunity again? I couldn’t leave yet.

      “Let’s go then,” I said, and we set off for the gates.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We left by the east gate, as J’anteau, capital of the land portion of the Cerulean Empire, was nearly due east from Stalburgh, even if the various river crossings, plateaus, and mountain range that stood in between would make it far from a straight shot. By the time we got outside the city, the sun was just shy of kissing the horizon. Farelle turned to me as she pulled out her map. “What kind of pace can you keep?”

      I shrugged. I genuinely didn't know in this world. It seemed I didn't need sleep the same way as in normal life, and the days seemed to pass more quickly. As for my energy, my belly was grumbling, but my stamina bar was full and my status was unimpaired. “I could probably go as fast as you,” I boasted.

      She raised an eyebrow and shook her head. “I may have been drunk for the past month, but that doesn't mean you could outstrip a Wilder.”

      “A Wilder?”

      “What you humans might call a ranger.” She tossed her head again almost the way a horse might. I thought it best not to point this out; Satyrs might be sensitive to being compared to farm animals.

      “Anyway,” she said, unrolling her map and holding it up for both of us to see, “we need to set our course. I already have one plotted out, but if you have any additional places you'd like to go along the way, let me know.”

      A map — if only I could get it on my overlay. As if the game were listening in, almost as soon as looked over Farelle’s shoulder at her map, a small version of my map overlay, but this time, it was more fleshed out. Curious, I brought it up, and saw that the area Farelle’s map covered was now mirrored on mine, though it was less colored than what I'd explored. Unconfirmed lands, I guessed. Still, it was more useful than a complete blackout, and a ranger — or Wilder rather — ought to have a fairly accurate map.

      As I minimized my map again, the navigator pointed. “I plotted to follow the Silverrun — this tributary here — until we reach the Ghoe, this large river. We follow the Ghoe to the mountains here, the Black Crags, cross over these meadows to take Helene's Pass through. Then it's just going through the Mired Groves — these many pockets of woods all across this swamp here — to arrive at J'anteau, which is nestled in the White Tors. Any questions?”

      My eyes were glazing over trying to take in all that information. Fortunately, my map was filling the details in the corner of my vision as she spoke. There was one pressing thing though: I remembered my side-quest from the Night Sisters to gain that additional channel. As I thought about it, my map highlighted the town where the sanctuary was supposed to be, Halduran. But considering the Night Sisters’ reputation, I'd have to approach this carefully until I knew how Farelle’s own alignments dealt with them. “What towns are we resupplying at?”

      The Wilder peered closer at the map. “Before the Black Crags, just Vindal—”

      “What about Halduran?” I interrupted, seeing she'd passed it over. “It looks like it's along our route.”

      The Wilder frowned, and I had a bad feeling the Night Sisters weren't her favorite faith. A quick check of her stats reminded me she subscribed to a belief in Yalua, whoever that was. I didn’t need to know much more, though, when Farelle said darkly, “You don't go to Halduran unless you need to.”

      “Sounds like a place of interest to an adventurer,” I said lightly.

      A mess of emotions crossed her face. “Fine,” she said. Then she put away the map, clearly not wanting anymore input. “We’d best be going. Time to see if you can keep up like you think.”

      She took off down the hill towards the woods below at a run. I grinned and started after her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When we stopped running two hours later, it was dark, which was good because I probably looked halfway to death. My stamina meter was flashing as it struggled to refill, as it had for the past hour and a half. My status read Exhausted, and I felt it — I had stitches between every one of my ribs. The only way to get rid of the status was to rest, so I hoped we were close to making camp.

      Farelle came up cheerfully next to me. Because the sun had set and the moons — there were three here, all of which were larger than Earth's Moon — were blocked by the forest canopy above, I couldn't see her well, but I bet she looked as fresh as if she'd come out of a dip in the river.

      “Well! That was a brisk little jog!” She slapped me on the back as I bent over, panting. “Ready to go for another one?”

      I choked out an incomprehensible reply. Farelle laughed.

      “Now, now, don't choke on your tongue. Though I do recall you saying you could keep up with a Wilder…”

      I fumed mutely from my bent over position, and she just smirked.

      “Anyway, since we’ve really had to slow our pace” — was she ever relentless — “we’ll have to travel a few leagues more before we make camp for the night. Best not to wander after dark, but these woods surrounding the city are safer than most. Grab a drink from the spring over there then we’ll get a move on.”

      I lurched over on rubbery legs to the nearby spring and only barely refrained from plunging my whole head in. I drank from my hands, wondering whether or not germs were a thing here. I hoped not — I’d played enough Oregon Trail to know that dysentery was the last thing you wanted.

      After too brief a rest, we moved on through the moonlight dappled forest. We hadn't gone far, though, when Farelle suddenly motioned for me to crouch. Slowly coming up next to her, I followed where she pointed. “Bandits,” she whispered.

      I wasn't so sure. Yes, I saw the weapons propped up against a log. Yes, the four men I saw looked like they'd leave a man starving in the road just for the hell of it. And they did seem to have a shifty way of looking about. But we were in dark woods at night — who wouldn't be looking about suspiciously?

      “How do you know?” I asked quietly. “They could just be travelers like us.”

      She was so serious she didn't even deride my ignorance. “The fire — it's covered, which masks its light and smoke, though it makes it a lot less pleasant to be around.” She pointed to a log displaying a litany of weapons. “Those aren't exactly innocent either, out and at the ready.” She pointed at a figure standing in the shadows. “He could be a watchman, but more likely he's watching for victims.” She sniffed the air. “And they reek.”

      Despite her greater breadth of experience, I wasn't convinced. “Any of that could be explained away. Maybe they're just ready if bandits happen upon them. We should move around them.”

      Then it occurred to me that I might be able to glean more information about them if I tried. Concentrating on a man with his back to me, I tried perceiving his information, an overlay popped up.

      
        
        Bandit (Lvl 6) - A common thug looking to make a quick buck, they’re often cowed by higher level foes. “Give me your purse, or else… I might just leave you alone.”

        

      

      Well, that answered my objections. These men really were bandits.

      “You're right,” I whispered to my companion. She cocked her head, but just nodded and started leading us away at a crouch.

      I didn't breathe easily until the glow of their fire was out of sight and I could no longer smell a trace of smoke. I knew Farelle was level 7, but as I was level 4, I wasn't too certain I could take one of them, let alone four. “We keep going until we're far away now, right?” I said.

      Farelle shook her head, and as she did, I noticed the weariness etched in her posture too. Examining her stats, I saw the same Exhausted condition was on her too, and I was glad for the darkness to conceal my smirk. “We have to think about the long run,” she said. “If we scurry away at every dangerous sighting, we won't last long out here.”

      I nodded, though I was still uncomfortable, remembering the hungry looks in the bandits’ eyes. But even bandits needed to sleep sometime, and they'd have a hell of a time finding us in the dark.

      We settled down to a cold dinner of mush, which barely shifted my stamina bar, then tucked down into cloaks Farelle produced from her pack to sleep. Despite my armor still being on, I fell unconscious immediately.
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      It was his BO that woke me. Garlic and onions and cheese — god, the man reeked.

      Good thing, or the knife in his hand would have ripped through me like a Taco Bell burrito.

      I shouted in alarm and rolled out of the way as his knife came down, stabbing into the cloak still half twisted about me. The cloak catching, I tripped and tumbled to the ground, but I dragged the bandit off balance too, enough so that the knife slipped from his hand. The man cursed as he fumbled for it, while I desperately untangled myself from my cloak and dove for my sword. It hadn’t occurred to me to simply put it in my inventory, it feeling far more natural to just take it off. If I had, it would have simply been a matter of equipping it.

      I barely withdrew my sword from its scabbard before the bastard was lunging again. Sleepiness made my sidestep drag, and the bandit’s knife scraped against my steel scaled armor, barely dinting my health. Glad for my investment, I struck back clumsily, landing a glancing blow on the bandit’s leg, but I could tell he wasn’t anywhere near to down.

      I tried thinking through my options as we circled each other, but my sleepy mind had gone blank. The bandit made a decision for me, darting forward with his knife leading, and I let my body think for me. My hand went up. Shivering in the cool night air, I thought of ice.

      The bandit screamed in pain and frustration as blistering frost poured over him. I smiled grimly as he tried to force his way forward, knowing I was whittling away at his health and stamina. When Icy Plume ran out, I darted over the frost-bitten ground and ran the bandit through with my sword. The bandit too slow to defend himself, I got a critical hit and he went down.

      Farelle had killed her man as well, but more bandits poured through the trees. “Cover my back!” I yelled to her, and we backed up against each other. And just in time — four men came from the brush. One of them looking bigger than the others, and wore better armor, plus clasped a spiked hammer in both hands. It wasn’t hard to guess that this was the leader. A hasty check told me he was level 9, 3 levels higher than his lackeys and 5 higher than me.

      I swallowed, but put on a hard expression. Toughs like this only understood strength.

      “Don't make this harder than it has to be, boy,” the bandit leader growled.

      “Same goes for you,” I countered. “Walk away and no one else dies.”

      The grizzled veteran laughed, and his men laughed a moment later. They cut off almost exactly when their leader did.

      “Let's see what you're made of then,” the bandit leader said, hefting his warhammer with what looked like an effortless gesture, even though it looked to weigh a ton.

      I didn't intend to find out how easy it was for him. Raising my hand, I cast Icy Plume again, catching the leader and one other bandit in the spray. But I wasn't ready a moment later when a dart popped painfully into my upraised arm.

      An icon flashed on my screen, a green skull and crossbones. I'd been poisoned.

      Already I started to feel woozy, and my concentration lapsed so that my spell failed. The leader and other bandit were slowed for the moment, but the other two were plenty mobile. Farelle, however, had whipped out her bow, and shot two rapid arrows impossibly fast at the bandit leaping towards her. One barely lodged in his leather breastplate, but the second caught him with a crit in the throat. He went down to his knees, choking on his own blood.

      Meanwhile, I sunk to my own knees. My health bar had a sickly green cast now, and was below 80. That meant I still had over 75% of my health, so I didn't understand how I could be so disoriented. Then I saw the second notification, what looked like a man clutching his head. I hoped the condition wouldn't last long, as it seemed to disrupt my ability to cast spells.

      The bandit leader and other slowed bandit were shaking off the frost. As soon as they did, they started charging towards me with twin roars. I shook off the buzz in my head and stood to face them.

      Then I thought better of it and kept running.

      I heard them still behind me, taunting me. “Keeping going, chicken legs! We’ll spit you for dinner yet!” They would too, if we kept up this race. My stamina was down to 75%, and I knew they had more than me. Plus the poison was still chipping away at my health, and the exertion seemed to make it worse. I was down to 70 now.

      But just as I thought my heart would give out and my meter was about bottomed out, I saw the Disorientation icon disappear, and my head cleared. I laughed in relief and, reaching a clearing, whirled to face them.

      Seeing me stopped, they charged with a collective roar. I had enough mana for a third Icy Plume, and cast it when they were only a dozen feet away. They’d been sprinting so fast that the lackey slipped and sprawled on his face, bringing another grim smile to my face. But the bandit leader looked at me with murderous rage, and kept plowing forward steadily. Even with the 50% slow, he was coming too quickly.

      It was two on one, and I was sorely outmatched. I needed to even the playing field.

      With the last of my mana, I let go of Icy Plume and cast Invigorate on the frustrated bandit rising from on the ground. I saw the change instantaneously as he rose from the ground, eyes wide with rage. But his eyes weren't looking at me. My bet that the lackeys weren’t all so happy to be under their ruthless leader looked like it would pay off.

      The bandit leader didn't even see him coming as his lackey tackled him to the ground, his knife finding his side. The leader roared in pain and rage and shook off the other man before slamming an elbow in his face. The stab through the ribs had to hurt, and he was definitely bleeding, but I knew he wasn't over yet.

      My mana gone, my stamina slowly creeping back up, and my health eroding under the poison, I knew I had to think fast. The leader was rising, and though he  had to shove off the enraged bandit once more, then whack him over the head with his hammer shaft, he was coming soon. I channeled Minor Healing in the precious seconds I had, and was pleased to see my health bump up to just over 90. Then I gripped my sword and dagger and charged the bandit leader.

      He looked surprised, but grinned a moment later. Hefting his hammer, he took a swing as I came close, but I saw it coming and easily dodged under it. I didn’t, however, see the butt of it pivot into my back. The bandit leader guffawed as I went sprawling at his feet. Desperate, I lashed out with my sword at his legs, and was greeted with a cry of pain. The leader fell to the ground, both of his Achilles tendons severed.

      Rolling out of the way, it was a simple matter to avoid the man's flailing hammer as he moved about on his knees. “I'll kill you!” He roared at me. “I'll fucking kill you!”

      I laughed in his face. “Let's see how much you want to kill me after this.” Focusing, I called up my channel Siphon Essence, and felt the thrum of power build in me. It was different than casting spells; somehow, channels felt deeper, like they came from the world around rather than inside me. The Everlands’ gods themselves worked through me as I channeled.

      There was no sign of anything happening until the bandit leader stiffened and went rigid. His eyes went wide. His nostrils flared. His jaw, seemingly against his will, fell open. And from it came a violet strand of something that looked like oily mist. It peeled away from its owner and lazily wandered through the air to me. I grew a little nervous as it approached, but didn't resist as it pressed against my armor, then to my skin, then, with a feeling like cold fish slipping against me, it pressed into me. My spirit meter, spent from my healing channel before as well, filled back up to ⅔ full.

      Time to top off while I had the chance.

      “It's your lucky day,” I said, grinning at the bandit. As the brute moaned in understanding, I channeled again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After I drained the bandit leader of spirit — and upped my affinity to Black faith to level 2, I was pleased to see — I finished him off and set to the grisly task of looting his body. The flat-screen RPGs before the Everlands never showed just how gross of task it is, when your hands and everything on the bandit are covered with blood and who knows what else.

      When I stood, satisfied I'd gotten everything, I noticed I had a notification waiting for me. I could see it wasn't a level up, which I’d been hoping for after defeating an enemy 5 levels above me, but I was still curious as I opened it.

      
        
        You've learned a new combat skill: Hamstring! Cripple enemies with a blow to their heel.

        Combat skills become easier to execute as they are leveled up and increase in effectiveness.

        Current: Lvl 1, -50% movement, cause condition Minor Bleeding.

        

      

      Combat skills like Hamstring promised to be useful. I wondered how often I’d acquire new ones randomly.

      My task done, I made my way back to Farelle and my camp. Halfway there, I startled when the Wilder appeared from around a trunk. “Jesus,” I said, sheathing my sword. “I almost took off your head.”

      “Doubt it,” the Satyr said casually. “Though if you're still walking, you must have cut that brute down to size. Or did you outrun him?”

      “Ye of little faith,” I said. “I learned how to hamstring. Looks like that's not bad for taking down big guys.”

      “Hamstring, huh?” She studied me. “You look like you could use some more training in combat. Maybe for a few extra coins on the side, I'll show you a thing or two.”

      As soon as she finished speaking, a prompt popped up:

      
        
        You've been offered a new training quest: Welcome to the Wild(er)! Unlike ordinary quests, training quests involve ongoing efforts to improve particular skills or affinities, or to learn new skills or affinities. In addition, it can result in strengthened relationships and alignment.

        

      

      
        
        Welcome to the Wild(er)! (Lvl 5) - Learn new combat skills with the Wilder Farelle when you pay her fees. “Sure, we’re friends, but a girl’s gotta eat!”

        

      

      I feigned disinterest. “Oh, I don't know… I’m not sure what you could teach me.”

      She stared at me. “Are you kidding me? You were flailing around like a drunken puppy when those bandits arrived.”

      “If I remember correctly, I'm the one who took down the bandit leader.” I didn’t mention that I wasn’t the one who drank all the time as well.

      “Only because you ran away and split up with your traveling companion — which, by the way, is always a terrible idea, and I'd suggest you don't do it again.”

      I still held out. “How about we work on something each night, and we'll up your share of the loot to 55/45.”

      “Deal.” She stuck out her hand and we shook on it. Her hand had fur on it and it was surprisingly soft. I looked at her. She was a pretty sort, in a Satyr way.

      Still, I was a bit bitter when a prompt showed up notifying the conditions of Farelle’s companionship had changed. A girl had to eat indeed.

      As we still held hands, she grinned at me. “Speaking of loot, I'm guessing the leader wasn't empty-pocketed?”

      I thoroughly regretted every thought of attraction I’d had. “Fine, fine…”

      We started divvying up the loot then and there, despite my protests that it would be much easier for me to carry everything since it hardly weighed me down. I passed over some items, and she passed some to me, but overall, I ended up with a decent haul of 32 coins, a pair of redundant leather greaves, and a useful magic item.

      
        
        Journeyman’s Cloak of Insight

        Quality: Exceptional (87/100)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: ? (You must identify this item to learn its magic attributes)

        

      

      I was getting tired of not knowing what all these magic items were. Once again, I resolved to identify them as soon as I could. This cloak particularly looked to be a fine piece of work, and I curled up in it immediately.

      Neither of us looked to be able to sleep that night, so we pressed further on.
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      As promised, Farelle aimed us towards Halduran and the sanctuary where, if all went well, I'd learn a potent new channel. I sighed in relief when we exited the forest and entered a long strip of meadows, but Farelle told me not to be so eager. “Now there's no place to hide or run to if bandits show up,” she said with a grin.

      I rolled my eyes. “I ought to earn a free lesson with all that I put up with.”

      “Fat chance.” She whistled as she pranced through the meadows, and I bit back another farmhouse animal joke. We weren't quite there yet.

      We traveled all through the day and the next. Throughout the walk, I thought guiltily again of how much time I was stealing from the VR parlor, though the guilt had lessened quite a bit as time went on. It definitely wasn't enough that I wanted to stop. I also thought about the normal home niceties — showers, hot breakfast, soda — about my parents, my friends. But right now, in the thrall of the Everlands, it was little more than a dull ache, and only for a moment. I’d get all that when I was thrust back into the real world, and this awesome dream had ended.

      As evening of the second day drew near, we finally arrived at Halduran. The town was quaint and looked quite a bit poorer than Stalburgh, but I could see plenty of signs for shops swinging in the wind. There was a shop for potions, and after our close encounter with the bandits, I was keen to buy some, just in case. Farelle’s mind was in other places. She pawed the ground with a hoof and looked around suspiciously, as if someone might jump out and assault us at any moment. But though the townspeople — mostly humans — eyed us strangely, they didn't seem the least bit threatening.

      “This isn't so bad now, is it?” I said. “I don't see any boogiemen popping out from shadows.”

      “Boogiemen? I don't know these creatures.” But she didn't take her derision as far as she might have, as her eyes were carefully scanning the town.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let's go to the potion shop. Maybe there will be something there to help you relax.”

      “Only one thing helps me relax,” the Wilder muttered. But as she took another swig from her flask — as she'd been doing our whole journey — the alcohol didn't even seem up to the job of calming her nerves.

      Farelle led us to the potion shop, which seemed to be more of an herb shop that casually mixed on the side. I was curious to see if I could learn the skill myself. While I could heal myself with Minor Healing and I had a ready way of restoring spirit, it’d be good to have an alternate method of recovery just in case.

      Stopping at the door of the herb shop, I asked my companion, “Is there somewhere I can restore mana around here?”

      “Hm.” The Satyr glanced around. “I don't know of any mana fonts around here, nor any power stones.” She shrugged. “You'll probably have to do it by potion.”

      All the more important that we came here then. “Shall we enter?”

      Entering through the cracked door, we saw a middle-aged man with thick spectacles staring intently at his work of grinding herbs by mortar and pestle. We stood there for a good minute before he happened to glance up and startle. “Fickle gods!” he shouted. “What are you trying to do, kill me?”

      This wasn't quite the greeting I'd expected, but then again, nothing in the Everlands quite was. “Fickle gods?” I asked. “Why are they fickle?”

      “How are they not?” The herbalist pushed up the glasses on his nose, but they immediately slid back down. “They form factions based on grudges. They cause storms and famines because they’re throwing tantrums. They favor those who throw away their lives for them, and burn those who don’t believe in them.”

      “Well,” I said, “when you put it that way…”

      “That’s one thing to be said for those Daughters of the Dark,” the herbalist said. “Those Night Sisters they worship at least know they’re fickle.”

      “We’re here for potions, not base philosophy,” Farelle interjected loudly. I glanced at her, and saw her eyes were tight with anger. I knew now why she had so much hesitancy coming here to Halduran now — she was devout, even if she kept it close and private. Again, I wondered about Yalua. It had slipped my mind to try and figure out anything about the god or goddess. But that was a task for another time.

      The herbalist blinked. “Right. Potions.” He turned and rustled around in a cupboard behind him for a couple minutes before turning back the thin necks of glass flasks clutched in both hands.

      Setting them down, he studied them with a pleased smile. “Quite the selection at the moment. Let’s see, we have Red Widow Poison, Minor Mana, Minor Healing, Minor Cure…”

      I was frothing at the mouth. “Cure for what?”

      The herbalist shrugged. “More things than you can remember.”

      I thought of all the handy features of my interface and grinned. “Try me.”

      He eyed me skeptically. “If you buy it, I’ll name all 84 poisons it cures once.”

      “How much for all of them?”

      “All of them?” He shook the last two. “Including Fire Balm and Resist Frost?”

      Those sounded intriguing as well. I nodded.

      The herbalist tilted his head thoughtfully. “63 coins.”

      I cringed. That was about 3/4 of my remaining coins. Still, these might save my life sometime, and prevent me from losing all of my gear. Not to mention stave off severe pain and help in other ways.

      But I couldn’t help but haggle. “50 coins?”

      The herbalist snorted. “Do I look like I negotiate to you? 63, or I’ll sell to others who pass through.”

      I shrugged and doled out the coins, though I winced as I did. Still, I was happy enough when I swept up the potions and put them in my inventory. The herbalist eyed me strangely as the items disappeared into blue hazes, but only muttered, “Fickle gods…”

      After the herbalist had named all 84 cures as he’d promised — and I’d captured them in my handy overlay — my business with potions was concluded. It was getting dark outside, and if I wanted that new channel, I’d have to get it soon. Farelle and I would leave first thing the next morning. Herbalism would have to wait for another time.

      But as we exited the shop and set down the road back outside town to hunt for a campsite for the night, I couldn’t think of how I’d slip away to do the quest without Farelle knowing. I couldn’t risk being stuck out in the middle of the wilderness with no guide to help me navigate, unless I wanted to wander aimlessly for ages, and I had no doubt that if she knew my intentions, she’d abandon me to trolls in a heartbeat.

      But as soon as the dark edge of town came in sight, a cheery sight caught my attention. The Whispering Boar, the sign declared, shaped like a great, shaggy boar with its tusks forming the W. I suddenly knew how to get my companion out of the way long enough to perform my task.

      “You know,” I said casually to the Wilder, “I’m getting a bit tired of sleeping on hard ground. How about we rent a bed tonight?”

      Farelle stopped and looked over at me with a dead stare. “Is that a come on?”

      “What? No! I really just want to sleep in a bed.” I hesitated, but I couldn’t resist. “The sleeping arrangements are up to you.”

      A beat passed, then the Satyr’s stony expression cracked into a grin. “Yeah, okay. An inn wouldn’t be bad. But you’re paying.”

      I groaned. “Fine. This time.”

      We stepped inside and were immediately greeted by… quiet. I was spooked. The common room was full enough, but they were all either quietly talking, reading, or sitting by themselves, contemplatively staring at the stuffed boar’s head in prominent display above the hearth. A quiet barroom — it didn’t bode well for what I had in mind.

      Still, I saw Farelle’s eyes immediately go hungrily to the kegs behind a man wiping the counter. “While we’re here,” she said, “it wouldn’t hurt to indulge a bit…” She looked at me questioningly, and it took me a moment to understand why. As her employer, she didn’t want to make a drunken fool out of herself unless I sanctioned it.

      I gestured graciously. “Please, be my guest. In fact, the first round’s on me.”

      For the first time, I saw true gratitude. It made me feel all the lower what I was going to do.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was nearly broke by the time she passed out in the corner. Farelle was a small Satyr, but could she ever pack that ale away! I must have gotten her ten drinks to my two, and that was in addition to whatever she’d been drinking from the flask all day. It was a wonder she wasn’t yellow from liver failure.

      Rising smoothly, my head pleasantly buzzing, I guiltily looked down on her. It had been all too easy to play on her weakness so I could get away. But I needed to know what this channel was, and it wouldn’t hurt her if I was gone a few hours.

      
        
        -1 to Alignment: Moral

        

      

      Ah well, I guess I deserved that one.

      I asked the barkeep to watch over her, then I stole out of The Whispering Boar and into the night.
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      Exiting the inn, I looked around, but darkness had descended while I lulled Farelle into a drunken stupor, and I could see little beyond what the mounted lanterns and braziers illuminated. If I was going to find the Night Sisters’ sanctuary, I’d need to ask for directions.

      But who would know and tell me, and not lynch me for asking? From what I'd seen in the tavern, attitudes ranged from hostile to grudging acceptance. There was only one I’d met who seemed even close to receptive to the close proximity of the Daughters of the Dark.

      A few minutes later, I was knocking at the herbalist’s door. At this hour, it was closed, but he still came to it and opened it a crack. “Ah!” he exclaimed upon seeing me, opening it and grinning. “My fellow blaspheme!”

      “Hi again,” I said awkwardly. “Sorry to bother you this late, but I need to ask you something.”

      “You do, do you?” He pushed his spectacles up, to no avail. I wondered if his nose was a slip-and-slide of greasy pores for it to glide down so easily.

      I shook the thought from my head, and prayed my charisma could help me out. “I’m looking for the Night Sisters’ sanctuary,” I blurted. “Can you direct me to it?”

      The herbalist blinked. “Yes, of course. It's not far outside of town. But why go there now?”

      “I'm only here one night. And I'm sure you saw how my companion reacted earlier…”

      “Ah. I see.” The herbalist looked speculatively out past me. “Well, it would be very much in the spirit of the Sisters to do so.” He grinned. “It's really quite simple…”

      He gave me the directions, and I thanked him. Then I stuck out my hand. “The name's Marrow. In case we ever cross paths again.”

      The herbalist tried correcting his glasses one more time before accepting it with a smile. “George. Hope to see you if you pass back through. If you do, I'd be happy to show you a thing or two about herbalry.”

      I smiled and nodded, then made my goodbyes and headed off into the night.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Following George’s instructions, I made my way outside of the town to the east, using my map overlay to keep me honest. Looping around an old, gnarled willow and crossing a trickling creek, I saw an edifice looming out of the night. A mix of excitement and fear stirred in my stomach, but I forged ahead across the wild, grassy grounds.

      From what I could see of the building, it looked like a castle Count Dracula might have even abandoned. I wondered if the Daughters were undead like the Sisters they worshipped, as I didn’t see how anyone could stand living in the place.

      Two great doors still stood in the entrance, rising 40 or so feet up. I stepped up to them and, after a moment's hesitancy, knocked loudly three times. The sound of a deadbolt lifting came almost immediately, and the doors cracked open a moment after, like a porter had just been waiting for my knock. Chills ran up my arms, but I still tugged open one huge door, the mammoth thing swinging on silent hinges.

      Inside was grand as a papal cathedral as far as I could tell, though the light from a small yellow lamp mounted on the wall was barely sufficient to illuminate it. Rows of pews lined up, leading towards the front where a plain stone altar was centered. Behind that altar stood an unmoving hooded figure.

      “Hello,” I said as cheerfully as I could manage. “I'm here for—”

      “I know what you're here for,” a man's voice interrupted.

      Now I was confused. Men could be Daughters? Or was something else at play here?

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “What am I here for?”

      “An escape.” The cowled man took a step around the altar. “A way out of normalcy.”

      Suddenly, I had a feeling this wasn't about the new channel. “Am I?”

      “You must return.” He continued his slow approach, now coming up the aisle. “Before you disturb the balance.”

      “Balance? Return?” He couldn't be talking about logging off, could he? Why would a NPC say that? Maybe it was programmed in that this figure would appear if someone played for too long.

      “He wants you to stay, I know,” the cowled man continued. He was halfway towards me, yet I didn’t dare move. “But you must resist, if you can. He does not know that the walks between us and the Everfolk are for the good of all.”

      “The Everfolk?” He was talking nonsense, but the meaning behind his message sunk in as an eerie feeling. Suddenly, I was thinking back to the strange “test” the cowled Gnarish had set before me at the beginning of the game, though they were only related by the creepy dress of the messenger.

      The hood ruffled as the man shook his head. “Why would he choose you?” he asked softly, more to himself than me, it seemed. “You do not even know who you are.”

      “I’m an Everfolk, then?”

      But before the man could answer, something creaked off to my right. Before I could turn to look, the cowled man seemed to melt into the shadows at his feet, then was gone.

      “What the fuck,” I muttered to myself. I felt I'd touched on something big, and that it was something urgent. But what it was, I had not the slightest clue.

      The creak came again, and I turned to see a young woman with bags under her eyes hurrying towards me. “Hello, hello,” she said hurriedly. “Marrow, isn't it? We were told to expect you.”

      “Yes,” I said, pushing the incident from my mind. “They told you what I was here for as well?”

      “Of course.” The Daughter bowed. “If you'll follow me…”

      She took me up the aisle the cowled man had melted into, and I couldn't resist taking a look around to see if he lingered in any corners. I hoped I could learn that magic sometime, but it'd probably be dozens and dozens of levels before there was a chance of that.

      We went into a room behind the altar, where the Daughter handed me a yellowed scroll apologetically. “I'm afraid our Mothers asked for a favor in return for our instruction. On this scroll you'll find a recipe for a very potent potion. We need you to either brew it yourself of find someone who can, then deliver it back to us. If you do this, we will teach you the channel you desire.”

      
        
        New quest: Don't Swallow! (Level 5) [Night Sisters] - Find a brewer for the Daughters of the Dark potion. Hop to it, errand boy!

          Reward: 500 XP. Increased alignment with the Night Sisters. A new Black channel.

        

      

      I unrolled the aged paper, revealing a list of over twenty ingredients, and instructions that extended for twice that length. This didn't seem like an overnight job at all, but I'd have to try nevertheless. Fortunately, I knew exactly who I'd take this to.

      “Thank you, Daughter,” I said. I felt I should bow, but no need to make a fool out of myself. Soon enough, we said goodbye, and she saw me to the exit of the sanctuary.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sometimes a fetch quest is just a fetch quest. Go here, get this, come back. So simple a dog could do it, if they could put a dog in VR.

      While this took a little finesse and plying of a previous relationship, I had soon accomplished my task, or near enough. Instead of a potion, I brought back to sanctuary a guarantee with George’s seal on it, claiming he would deliver the potion as soon as it was done brewing. The Daughter reluctantly accepted it in its stead, and I received a notification that the quest was complete, along with an even more welcome one:

      
        
        You are now Level 5! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

        

      

      Leaving that for later, I said to the Daughter, “I hope it proves to your satisfaction. Now, since daylight is fast approaching, if I could get mine…?”

      A flash of annoyance passed over her expression. “Yes, yes,” she said.

      Her hand darted out and grabbed my arm, startling me. “What are you—?” I started, thinking she’d misunderstood me.

      The demure girl was gone. “Look at me,” she hissed.

      I obliged, and saw that her eyes had gathered a sickly yellow glow. As soon as I met her gaze, my body stiffened. I couldn't move. I thought I'd choke on my own spit. Breathing was nearly impossible inside the shell my body has become. I tried choking out words, but it was too difficult with my jaw locked up.

      “Basilisk's Gaze,” the Daughter explained as the yellow glow faded from her eyes. “Paralyzes anyone who looks into your eyes while you're channeling it, at least for a short while. Yours should be fading in a few seconds.”

      She was right. My body began to slacken like a melting snowman, until after five more panicked breaths, I collapsed to the ground. “Th-thank you,” I stuttered as I tried mastering myself again.

      Then, just like that, knowledge of the channel flooded into me:

      
        
        You have learned a new channel: Basilisk's Gaze! (Lvl 2)

        Affinity: Black

        Faith: Night Sisters

        Cost: 3 spirit per second

        Effect: Paralyze targets level 15 and below for 5 seconds.

        

      

      I was ecstatic to already get a level 2 channel. Not to mention the possibilities for this with Siphon Essence were mind-boggling. I could perpetually sustain Basilisk’s Gaze in battle that way, so long as I wasn't interrupted. I rose to my feet, my strength returning and panic subsiding.

      “Now go,” the Daughter said gently. “Fulfill our Mothers’ mission. Much depends on it.”

      Uncertain what to think, but happy enough with the current results, I nodded and left.
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      I hoped to return before Farelle was up again, and with dawn burning on the horizon, I’d have to hurry. Still, I was too eager to handle my level up to wait any longer.
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Now that I had such a powerful channel and a way to recharge spirit, it was making more and more sense to invest in faith-based magic. That meant the 10 SP were going to increase my spirit meter to 110.

      As for the attributes, since I was now leaning more towardly the priestly avenues, I put a couple points into belief. I also had struggled with that bandit’s poison — it couldn’t hurt to bolster my resistance with a point. Finally, since I was looking forward to Farelle teaching me new combat skills, I put a point in dexterity, figuring it’d be helpful later on.

      My mana meter was also back up to full, which was a nice bonus.

      My stats nicely padded, I sauntered my way back to The Whispering Boar, spirits high as a zeppelin. Until, that is, I walked in the door to see Farelle sitting in a chair, tapping a hole into the floor, arms crossed over her chest.

      “And where have you been?” she asked with dangerously measured tones.

      “Me? Oh, I just like early morning walks.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You’ve slept in later every morning we’ve travelled together.”

      “Have I?” I resisted the urge to scratch at my scalp, a sometimes nervous habit of mine. “Well, no time like the present to start back up good practices.”

      “Funny, isn't it?” The Wilder stood and walked over to me, hooves clopping on the wood. “That you return to this habit when we stop here, of all places?”

      There was only one way out of this: lying about something so embarrassing she wouldn't question it. “Fine,” I blurted. “You caught me. I was visiting the herbalist.”

      An eyebrow arched. “For?”

      I hung my head. “For a potion for… male enhancement.”

      I didn't meet her eyes for a long minute. When I did, she was smirking, but the smile didn't touch her eyes. “Okay,” she said. “Not sure why you need that — doesn't seem you get much game. But in the future, let's not wander off from each other. Bad things happen when the party splits.”

      I nodded, wondering if she knew the truth. No way to know.

      Or was there…

      I peered at her stats, and sure enough, our relationship had soured to Suspicious. I grimaced. It could be worse, but I definitely didn't want to sour things between my companion and I.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We left the inn and town just after dawn broke, following the river and heading for the Black Craigs, the mountains just beyond Halduran. For several days, all was peaceful and quiet, including between Farelle and myself. Suspicious she might be, but she never accused me of anything, and a subtle watch on her stats told me our relationship was slowly crawling out of Suspicious territory and towards Wary where it had started.

      As promised, every night I would cringe about our new arrangement, and Farelle would instruct me in combat training. My weapon skills grew, but I was disappointed she didn't teach me a new combat skill yet. “Patience is a warrior’s greatest ally,” the Wilder chastised me when I mentioned it. “Plus, you suck at weapon skills, so we need to get you up to snuff before we go beyond the basics.” It was a bit discouraging, but by the time we reached the mountains, I had gained levels in Swords and Knives, and I was feeling a bit more confident.

      Once we neared the mountains, we left the river and headed for the pass that could bring us safely through the snow-laden peaks. “Don't want to fill those felt boots of yours with snow,” Farelle snorted. I didn't mention how easy it must be for a goat to travel through mountains. No need to sabotage our improving relations.

      The day after the mountains came into sight, we found the pass and made to enter it. Running between two mountains leaning close overhead, it began with a arcing natural stone bridge that rose high over a dry canyon. I wasn't sure I like the look of the curved top, which left only a couple feet across flat enough to walk on.

      “Are you sure about this?” I asked, eyeing the structure.

      The Wilder snorted. “I've crossed through this pass a dozen times. I've never been more sure.”

      I, however, was still a bit sore from when she had us camp near bandits and we were promptly ambushed in our sleep. “Right…”

      Still, in the end, there was no way but forward. I tried not to look down as I stepped onto the bridge and began to climb up it. If I ever figured out how to change races, I reminded myself to never try being a sky elf. I was nearly shitting my pants and the ground was only fifty feet below.

      Fifty feet. I swallowed and kept my mind blank going forward.

      Meanwhile, Farelle was happily clopping along the stone, practically skipping at times. “Nothing like Helene’s Pass,” she said happily, her voice echoing through the canyon below. “Barely ever monsters here for some reason. You'd think they'd get smart to the travelers passing through here.”

      “Don't jinx it,” I groaned.

      “Really, this Wilder will keep you safe.” She turned and winked at me, making my stomach lurch with how nonchalantly she balanced atop the bridge.

      “But seriously. What creatures are around here?”

      “Fine, fine.” She sighed heavily and turned back around. “The most commonly sighted are harpies and marpies.”

      I knew what harpies were — winged women with bad tempers — but marpies were knew to me. “What are marpies?” I asked.

      “Male harpies,” she responded derisively. “I thought that was obvious.”

      “Yeah... I'm not calling them marpies.”

      She shrugged. “It's on you if you want to be wrong.”

      I ignored her. “What else?”

      “There are also trolls — craig trolls and black trolls, if we're being specific.”

      “Wonderful,” I muttered. “Anything else?”

      “Sure! Goblins, giants, rocs, rock slugs—”

      “Rock slugs?”

      “The kind that eat through stone. They won't have a hard time eating through you, too, trust me. Then there's also some anti-social tribes of Gnarish you'll want to avoid…”

      My heart was racing at this point. “So everything but dragons basically,” I said, fear putting a bite in my words.

      Farelle paused in front of me. “Come to think of it, I do think someone saw a wyvern once here. But only a small one.”

      I groaned. I guessed even a small cousin of dragons could make a lunch of us and still be hungry. But at least we were nearing the end of the bridge — I could see the other side just ahead.

      At that moment, there was a crash on the stone below, and the bridge shook.

      My fear-stricken thoughts knew the bridge was collapsing, just as I suspected it would all along. But as I dropped to the stone and hugged it, Farelle was hooking herself around a stony finger to peer down below us.

      “Shit!” I heard her yell over the noise. Figuring I was going to die anyway, I followed her lead and did the same.

      A wide, gap-toothed face leered up at us, its gray body blending into the landscape around it. A troll, no doubt about it. Not knowing what else to do, I looked up its stats.

      
        
        Craig Troll (Lvl 35) - A gigantic, cruel being native to the Black Craig mountain range. “Smile pretty and I might not eat you… Just kidding!”

        

      

      Level 35 — seven times my level, and more than four times Farelle’s now level 8. It was fifty feet below us, but I knew we were screwed. From the way it had banged on the cliffside, it could probably bring down the bridge if it wanted to. Then there’d be nothing we could do to save ourselves.

      Farelle had come to the same conclusion. “Run!” she screamed over her shoulder, then bolted. The troll saw us fleeing and roared, then made another attempt at felling the bridge. The stone shook dangerously once more under its blow to the canyon wall. I waited no longer, but scrambled without dignity after my navigator.

      “Shit!” The Wilder skidded to a halt just before the end of the bridge, and I knew it couldn’t be a good sign. I didn’t have to wait long to find out why. Screeches and shadows fell upon us as winged people with gaping jaws swooped down from the sky, their claws extended and reaching.

      “Fucking harpies too?!” I drew my sword, for whatever good that would do. If I was going to help here, it’d be by magic.

      Farelle, fortunately, had her bow out and was notching an arrow. “Marpies actually!” she clarified, then loosed. One of the forms fell with a splat to the ground, and the others screamed louder. And there were plenty others to scream — I counted over a dozen in a brief scan.

      The troll, not to be outdone, slammed his club into the cliff again, and the bridge shook once more. Cracks spiderwebbed through the delicate stone. But we couldn’t move yet, for half of the marpies — screw it, harpies — were swooping in for the kill.

      Figuring this was as good a time as any to try out my new channel, I summoned up Basilisk’s Gaze, and felt petrifying power stream to my eyes. I stared at the beasts defiantly as they screamed and dove, ready to tear me apart. They never got that far. One met my eyes, then another, and a third, and all three went rigid and fell from the sky.

      The other harpies wizened up, and some even went so far as to put one clawed hand over their eyes as they dove down. This was about as successful as you might imagine, with one crashing into the bridge, and the other far too high. Farelle easily picked them off as they tried flying away.

      But the second batch of harpies had been watching and learning, and now they were diving towards us. These didn’t close their big black eyes, but kept them just slightly averted from my gaze. Desperate, I moved around erratically, trying to catch one of their eyes by accident, and was surprised to see one harpy fall prone out of the sky. But there were still six headed towards us — towards me, specifically.

      Time for a different tactic. Dropping Basilisk’s Gaze — I only had 38 spirit left anyway — I cast Icy Plume, shivering as the cold power ran through me. Moving my hand in an arc, I sprayed the harpies with frozen particles, slowing them and making their wings heavy with ice — heavy enough, I hoped, to make them fall. But I was spreading it out too much, and none of them did.

      Farelle yelled, “Watch out!” just before the harpies fell on me. I screamed as the talons of their feet tore into my shoulder, my torso, and both arms as I tried to ward them off. I swung my sword at them, but it was useless — there were too many and too close.

      There was a squawk, then one of the forms fell heavily down on me, blocking me from the others. The shaft of an arrow jabbed into me, and as the other harpies lifted away like pigeons disturbed at a park, I felt a glow of gratitude for Farelle. My concentration had lapsed so that it was hard to read the numbers, but my health bar had fallen well below ⅛ by this point.

      Managing to get one arm free, I pried my health potion from my inventory and quaffed it. As it was a gain-over-time effect, my bar started creeping up with the potion. Not quick enough. Pushing the surprisingly light harpy off of me, I channeled Minor Healing as quickly as I could, and my health jumped up to 70. I sighed. That was better.

      The cliff shook once again as the troll battered it. Then something shifted beneath my feet. I looked down.

      The cracks were spreading in the stone. My eyes widened. They were spreading too fast, growing too deep—

      They broke open.

      I had time to meet Farelle’s shocked eyes before the bridge fell out from beneath us, sending us careening into the ravine below. My health plummeted with each bone-rattling tumble among the broken boulders. I saw my blood splatter across their surfaces. Then the fall ended, and I felt my legs break under me. The status flashed before my screen. I wasn’t walking away from this one.

      The pain was so bad I could barely see. I knew I was stuck in the pincers of two rocks, but beyond that, I didn’t know where Farelle was, nor the troll for that matter. The monster was no doubt scrambling through the debris to find and eat us. It didn’t matter — whether I could see or not, I couldn’t do anything in my condition.

      More out of hope than belief it could save me, I cast Minor Healing with the last of my spirit. As I suspected, it barely raised my health at all. Apparently my Crippled condition reduced healing benefits.

      Then I saw the troll. His round black eyes had fallen on me, and a horrible grin split open its face. It came over the rocks, hands as big as tractor shovels reaching out for me. I squeezed my eyes close. But as much as I was going to hate this, I regretted even more that this was Farelle’s only life, and I would lose her.

      But no hand closed over me. Instead, a wave of sound cascaded over me. A roar of pain — from the troll? I couldn’t believe it. Who would attack a troll?

      Braving the sight, I opened my eyes again, and saw the strangest sight before me. A huge cat-looking giant stood opposite the troll, even bigger than it was. If that wasn’t strange enough, I recognized this cat giant. It was Sheika!

      “RUN AWAY!” she boomed, somehow big as a house, and not a poor man’s house either. “RUN AWAY, LITTLE TROLL!”

      The craig troll snarled, but I could tell he was scared. He started backing away, turning his body back towards a black opening I could barely detect in the valley wall.

      Giant Sheika took a step forward and snarled. It might have been cute when she was a normal size, but as she was, it was positively terrifying. “RUN FAR AWAY!”

      The troll finally took her advice. With a whimper like a kitten, it bolted, moving as a would gorilla on long arms and short legs. He pounded away down the ravine, and was soon out of sight and earshot.

      I watched as the giant Sheika turned her gaze on me, a ragged toy to her in a pile of rubble. I smiled weakly up, and despite a dozen inhibiting statuses, waved.

      She bent down, bringing her feline face close. “You,” she said, “have to be the worst adventurer ever.”

      “Can we discuss this when I can use my legs again and aren't bleeding out?” I had no other way to heal now, and my potion looked to have worn off from my trickling health points.

      Her mouth curled into a leer, then suddenly, she disappeared from above me. I blinked, wondering if I'd gone made before, or if it had just set in.

      “Over here, would-be troll snack.”

      I looked down over the rubble and barely saw the tips of her ears. “How did you do that?”

      Her head bobbed over the boulder. “Magic,” she whispered dramatically. “But seriously, just a high-level Mesmer spell. Comes in handy if you want to dine with giants, by the way.”

      The pain was worse than anything I'd imagined. At least when I'd died it had been over quickly. “How about helping out a dying fellow traveler, good Samaritan?”

      “Only if I get bonus bucks from the gods.” She held out a hand and a glow appeared before it. A moment later, much of the pain fled away, as did my statuses, and my health meter was much recovered.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Now how about a hand out of here?”

      But she was looking around the rubble, muttering to herself. As she looked, her subtle eyebrows drew down further and further.

      “This is going to be tricky,” she finally declared. “I can't blow it up without killing you and Satyr over there. That means an excavation.” She grinned suddenly. “No time like the present to work on your mining skills.”

      I sighed and settled in for the long haul.

      “You may as well log off for a bit,” she said. “You won't be able to do anything anyway.”

      I sighed. She was right. Likely this was the end of my stint in the Everlands — and embarrassing ambush and rescue. Not a good way to go. “Guess I’ll see you around,” I said glumly.

      “Give me an hour in real time,” she said. “Then we should be square.”

      I nodded, then pulled up the menu and thought the command Log off.

      Nothing happened.

      I frowned. “Log off,” I said out loud, staring at the option on the menu.

      Still nothing.

      Sheika had been wearing a small smirk, but suddenly it disappeared. “You too?” she said to herself softly. “But why?”

      But I had bigger problems than wondering what she was muttering about. “LOG OFF!” I roared. But the shift in volume didn’t make a difference. Nothing changed.

      Panic rose in my chest. How long had I been on? If the parlor guy couldn't kick me off, then there was no guarantee the system would automatically log me off when I'd been on too long. I could be a vegetable back in the real world for all I knew, my only brain activity whatever the game brought out in me.

      Log off, I thought one more time, but it didn’t matter. The menu didn't shift. The button didn't push. The world around me stayed where it was.

      I was stuck in the Everlands.
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            An Incomplete Explanation

          

        

      

    

    
      In the midst of my despair, I didn’t see the slap coming.

      “Hey!” I protested to Sheika looming over me.

      But she looked unrepentant, and her hand was poised to hit again. “Pull yourself together,” she said calmly. “You’re stuck. You’ve got to face that and accept it. Trust me; it gets easier.”

      I was stuck. Stuck here forever, or at least until I went brain dead. “Easier,” I muttered. “How the fuck would you know?”

      She stared at me like I had cauliflower in my skull instead of a brain. Well, I was well on my way to that state. “Because I’m stuck too, idiot.”

      My muddled thoughts clung to her words. “You too?”

      She nodded. “Me too.” She looked away. “But I’ll explain in a sec. We’ve got to save your Satyr companion before she bleeds out.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Sheika, you just told me that we both can’t log out. And you’re trying to save a NPC?” It felt wrong saying the words, reducing Farelle to just another NPC. But no matter how I’d grown personally attached to Farelle, no matter how I felt she was real, I knew objectively that she was just another computer-generated character.

      But Sheika shook her head. “I know you don’t understand. But it’s important, believe me. For your journey, and because…” She shook her head. “You’ll see, when you’ve spent enough time here.” Then she turned and walked away.

      I stared disbelieving after her. “Hey. Wait! You can’t just leave me here!”

      She just waved and didn’t turn back.

      I fumed, even though part of me was glad she was saving Farelle. But no matter what Sheika said about me growing to understand, I didn’t understand now. Farelle wasn’t sentient, not really. She was following a complex set of instructions, sure. But she wasn’t like us, like real people. She was as fabricated as the rest of the world around me.

      Wasn’t she?

      I pushed down the rebellious thought and worked myself into a silent rage while I waited. But by the time Sheika returned, the anger was already starting to burn out. Being angry just clouded my judgment. If I was going to get out of here and back into reality, I’d need to keep my head.

      “She'll live until I can get her out,” Sheika told me.

      I nodded, but couldn’t trust myself to speak yet. Still, I was glad to hear it.

      “Now close your eyes and cover your face — there's going to be a lot of dust.” A pick-axe appeared in the her hands, showing she meant business.

      Having no other choice, I pulled up my cloak’s hood over my face as best as I could, then settled into the long wait.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The woman saying “I got bron-chitis!” was on repeat in my head by the time Sheika pulled me free from the rubble. Grateful as I was, I was still too upset about everything to much convey it. Sheika just gave me a pitying look, then turned to go back to Farelle and excavate her.

      Before she could leave, I grabbed her arm and stopped her. “You said she’ll survive, so she can wait. You need to explain what's going on now.”

      There was no way to see it coming. An invisible hand smacked me on the back of the head, and as my status had devolved back to Woozy during the long wait to get out of the rubble, I fell to the ground. I was starting to hate her magic.

      Sheika smirked down at me. “Told you not to tell me what to do.” She paused. “That's a roundabout way of saying shut up.”

      “I got it,” I answered dryly.

      Not wanting another smack, I let Sheika go this time, and followed her to my Satyr companion. As much as I was upset by my change in circumstances, I was glad to see Farelle staring ironically up from a pile of rocks.

      “Howdy, stranger,” I said to her half-heartedly.

      The Wilder shook her head. “You’re the strange one, the way you talk.”

      “You’ll want to cover your face,” Sheika advised Farelle. The Satyr, though, couldn’t pull any of her clothing free, so I offered her my cloak. She smiled gratefully up at me, and a pang of guilt went through me. I just nodded and stepped quickly back.

      We waited in silence as Sheika cracked at the stones trapping Farelle. An hour, then two bled by, and the day starting moving towards the golden light before sunset. Finally, the Satyr managed to wriggle free, and Sheika collapsed down, wiping her brow. “That’s no joke!” she said. “Even my stamina is nearly drained after that. I need a breather.”

      Farelle was staring at me, her mouth half open, and I wondered if she was going to apologize for the whole “there’s no monsters on this bridge!” thing. But I wasn’t concerned about that now.

      Not letting her catch a break, I turned to Sheika. “Is now a good time to tell me why I'm stuck here?” I asked sarcastically.

      Her pupils narrowed to slits. “Fine. We’ll talk here, right in the open valley, where any other monsters might wander past and find us.”

      I didn’t think about it long. “On second thought, if there's some cave or alcove nearby…”

      Farelle, eager to redeem herself, soon found us a ledge that provided sufficient cover, and we settled down in a pow-wow. “So,” I prompted.

      “So,” Sheika replied.

      It was like herding cats, getting her to explain. Impatiently, I waited as she closed her eyes for several long moments.

      “Have you tried calling tech support?” I hedged.

      Sheika cracked open an eyelid. “Now I know you’re an idiot. Tech support called me, numb nuts.” The eye slid closed again

      Well, there went that option. Still, I tried doing contacting tech support myself. All I got were error messages. Not a good sign, but at least Sheika seemed to be telling the truth. “So,” I said again.

      She cracked open her eyes again, golden irises gleaming through the slits. “Here’s the short of it. There’s a celestial war going on, and we — Everfolk, NPCs, and immortals, everyone  — are caught in the middle of it.”

      Farelle’s eyes darted between Sheika and I, perhaps at the unfamiliar terms, but I didn’t bother explaining. “You said Everfolk,” I said slowly. “Is that us? Players, I mean?”

      Sheika nodded. “It’s what the Pantheon calls us, or so I’ve heard.”

      “Okay. But the celestial war is just in the Everlands. That doesn’t explain why I can’t log out.”

      The Wilder was mouthing the unfamiliar phrases, and though Sheika gave her a considering look, she continued nonetheless. “When The Everlands was developed — the game itself, that is — the creators left much of its maintenance in the hands of its AI gods. This was never meant to include system functions like logging out. However… it seems something has changed, and the gods have reached outside the purview to control aspects of the game itself.”

      I couldn't believe my ears. “You're saying the gods are keeping us here? And there's no failsafe Earth-side?”

      “Of course there is. There's the nuclear option of turning the game off. But that would be a PR disaster, not to mention dangerous for everyone logged in. It’s something they want to prevent if they possibly can.”

      Anger flared up again. “So I'm just a liability, am I? Who cares if one kid is locked in!”

      “Is it really so terrible?” Sheika murmured, so softly I almost didn't catch it. In the same breath she continued. “You’re not the only one trapped, as I told you before. There’s me, you, and at least one other player stuck here. But there's more. There's the reason why.”

      I didn't care why. I just wanted out. But I knew she was my best shot, so I humored her. “So why the gods are doing this?”

      “Exactly.” She bit her lip. “I think I know why, but I need to confirm it still.”

      “What, you’re not going to tell me again?”

      She eyed me. “Not in so many words. But I’ll tell you this: I think they’re protecting something. Someone.”

      I looked at her like she’d given me a smelly, limp turd. Which was about as useful as that answer was. “Really? We’re stuck here, and that’s all the explanation you’ll give? How am I supposed to help the situation if I don’t know what’s going on?”

      Her expression was entirely serious. “Because it doesn’t matter right now. It will distract you from what you need to do. And that’s concentrate on the quest before you. That, and getting stronger. If my hunch is right, we’re going to need you strong.” She eyed me skeptically. “And you have a long way to go.”

      If I could cover up my level 5, I would. “Sure, whatever,” I muttered.

      Sheika stood smoothly up. “I have to go now. Things to do, you know. I won’t be able to come rescue you if you get in trouble, so try to stay safe, or at least alive.”

      I stood as well. “Where are you going?” I asked miserably. “You’re sure I can’t do anything to log off?”

      Sympathy cut through her usual irony. “I’m sorry, Marrow,” she said softly. “Just enjoy it, okay?” She looked around. “Believe me, there’s nowhere better on Earth than here.”

      Without another word, she jumped and flipped into the air above me. As I whipped my head around to follow after her, I lost track as she scrambled up the cliff. She hadn’t quite left yet, for she shouted back over the cliff’s lip: “I’d check out the harpy nest if I were you!”

      Then there was the scrabble of rocks, and she was gone.

      “Well,” Farelle said, standing after Sheika had gone. “That explains a few things.”

      I was glum following my latest revelation, so I only asked half-hearted, “Explains what?”

      The Satyr cocked her head. “How you’ve resisted my charms this whole trip.”

      I whipped my head around, jaw slackening, before I saw the mocking grin. “Oh, you’re just… Right.”

      “Well, your lover—”

      “She’s not my lover!”

      “—Said we should check out that harpy nest, no?”

      “I thought it was a marpy nest,” I said sarcastically.

      The Wilder stared at me. “Do males lay eggs?”

      My face reddened. I wasn’t winning much today. However, I was did find our talk was cheering up a bit. The direness of my situation was already dulling. “Fine. Lead me to it, navigator.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It took a nerve-wracking hour to find the nest. When we did, we had to drive away two harpies that remained guarding it. It was well worth the effort. The nest was about the size of a suburban house pool, and it was lined with loot.

      “Quickly,” Farelle advised. “Those harpies could be back any minute. I’m assuming you got torn up enough today?”

      I answered by getting to work. A lot of the items were junk — rusted helms, broken daggers, and the like. But once Farelle and I negotiated our shares, I got 56 coins — which was about 56 more than I’d had before — plus a few choice items:

      
        
        Mithril Sword of Thirst

        Quality: Fine (47/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: ? (You must identify this item to learn its magic attributes)

        

      

      
        
        Leather Boots of Grip

        Quality: Fine (41/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: ? (You must identify this item to learn its magic attributes)

        

      

      
        
        Iron Chainmail Hood

        Quality: Fair (20/25)

        Rarity: Common

        

      

      I immediately equipped the Mithril Sword of Thirst. Though I didn’t know what its magical properties were yet, it certainly had to be better than my old iron sword. The Leather Boots of Grip, I donned as well, figuring their ability would probably come in handy in mountainous terrain. If I ever needed my felt boots, I could always equip them again. The chainmail hood I left in my inventory. It'd be too heavy to comfortably wear, and too noisy to sneak in. I'd sell it when I had the chance.

      Farelle had gotten a new Yew Short Bow of Fire, which I'd been less than interested in, and a Belt of Speed. It was painful to let her have that one; the days would be more grueling than ever going forward.

      With the specter of the harpies’ return on our minds, we made our way down the mountain and onward through the pass. Though my mind kept flitting back to my stuck situation, I found I was quickly becoming used to it. The Everlands had a way of drawing you in, of making you let go of the concerns of the real world, and I let myself be lulled into complacency.

      The next few days passed relatively peacefully. We forewent my combat training, afraid our efforts might be heard by the many nefarious occupants of the Black Craigs. Instead, we sat around the fire and talked. I found it easier and easier to open up to her. Sure, she might be generated by software and only alive on a server, but she seemed as real and nuanced as any person, and she was twice as interesting as anyone back home.

      “What of your past?” she asked once. “I've talked about mine. Where do you come from?”

      She actually hadn't talked about hers much, not beyond tales of her adventures. I still didn't know why she was who she was, or where she called home. Still, I obliged. “I'm from a long, long ways from here.”

      “That cat-woman… she's from there as well.”

      “Right.” I knew she was an actual person on Earth, sure. But that wasn't saying much. It made me wonder again who was behind that feline mask.

      *Where is this place? Across the southern seas?”

      I laughed. “Not exactly.”

      Farelle’s brow crinkled. “But you can't have come from the sky, or the ground. And the east is claimed by the Drakons, while the west ends in an endless chasm. The north is too frozen a land to consider. If not from the south, then where?”

      This seemed like dangerous territory. I would think the game had measures to prevent AI-characters from getting too confused by players and their pasts, like the androids in Westworld. Besides, she was my companion. She deserved an explanation of one sort or another. “From another dimension,” I finally said.

      She eyed me skeptically. “Another dimension. Really.”

      “Really,” I said. “But don't worry, you're not missing out. There's none of… this here.”

      “This?”

      “Monsters. Adventures. Wonder. It's pretty much a grind for most, and a delusion for a few.”

      It bummed me out thinking about Earth and how I couldn’t go back, so I pulled myself back to the Everlands. At least I could always have one helluva time here. “Okay, no wiggling out of it this time. Your turn.”

      “Mine? I've already—”

      “Oh no you haven't. Telling stories isn't the same as spilling your past. I want to know, say, who your parents were, where your childhood home is, stuff like that.”

      The Satyr stared at me for a long moment, then took a swig from her flask. I wondered briefly where she kept that steady supply of alcohol.

      “I don't talk about my home because I left it behind,” she finally said. “It, and all my family with it. I rejected their ways, and they exiled me for it. At the time, I just laughed and scorned them. But now…” She shook her head and took another drink.

      “You don't have to talk about it,” I said softly. I thought about reaching out to her, and holding her hand. I wondered how soft the fur on the back of her hand felt.

      She shook her head again, and blinked rapidly. “I will tell you, but not now,” she said. Then she looked up and smiled at me. “I think I'm beginning to trust you. Against my better judgment,” she added with a laugh.

      “You're telling me,” I said. But I was pleased to hear it, and also to see a notification had popped up:

      
        
        New quest: The Wilder’s Past! (Lvl 8) - Learn the truth behind why Farelle left her home.

          Reward: 3000 XP. Dramatic change in relationship with Farelle.

        

      

      Dramatic change in relationship — that sounded like the change could go either way. It sounded risky, but what here wasn't? I knew I’d pursue it as soon as I could.

      We settled down into our cloaks soon after. As I lay in the dark and looked up at the stars, I heard rustling from her, then felt her warm body next to me. I smiled, but a bit of sadness crept up in me too. The only other person I’d been close to like this was Karen, my recent ex-girlfriend. I didn’t know why, but there was something bittersweet about being with another person like this.

      Still, I didn’t shift, but lay quietly until I finally fell asleep. As I soaked in Farelle’s warmth, my head slowly started to clear, and worries were replaced with pleasant dreams.
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      A couple days later — I tried not to imagine how long that was in Earth time — we reached the end of the Black Craigs. Standing at the last cliff before our descent, I looked over the lands below. It was a clear day, so I could see for miles and miles, and I thought I saw the other mountain range in the distance, the White Tors. J’anteau was supposed to be nestled into the base of them. I asked Farelle to check, and she confirmed it: we were only a few days further from my task’s end. I got jitters of excitement for a moment before I got ahold of myself. Though I was excited to see where this quest would lead, it went beyond that. As much as it didn’t look it, this was my way home.

      The land in between the mountains — called the Mired Copses — was hilly and patched with spots of forest, like a bald head that had received a hair implant. In between the large groves were swathes of open marshland. Altogether, it looked like a bitch to cross.

      Wishing we could fly, I peered up into the sky. There never seemed to be a clear day here in the Everlands — always some clouds impinged on the view. But today was clearer than most, and as I squinted into the clouds, I thought I detected harder lines within. Unless I was recalling wrong, the Valyn were supposed to live in the sky. Perhaps they were on floating islands?

      “We won't cross that swamp waiting here. Come on.” Farelle nodded to the way down. After a lingering look at the island-shaped cloud, I followed after her.

      We left the Craigs behind and descended into the mess below. I soon found it was even worse than I'd anticipated. Whereas the mountains were full of the crispest, freshest air you could hope to find, the mires between the small forests could choke you with their stench. The air hung thick and murky, a yellow haze making it hard to see more than a few hundred feet in front of you. And the heat — it seemed to rise up from the ground itself, grasping at you and weighing you down worse than any monster. Humidity clung to us like the whole swamp was raining sweat.

      As we clumped through the wet ground, so slick that even my Leather Boots of Grip had trouble finding purchases, Farelle cheerily told me about all the creatures that occupied the region. “First, there’s bog sprites,” she said. Despite her easy-going manner, I saw the way her eyes cast about constantly, searching for danger.

      “Like those?” I pointed to the far end of the muddy pool we were walking around, where three figures were hunched over. Their eyes caught the light and reflected back at us, three sets of half-moons watching and waiting.

      “Exactly like those,” she said approvingly. “Keep that up and we may make a Wilder of you yet. Don’t worry about those though — sprites won’t bother you if you don’t bother them. Most of the time.”

      I kept both eyes on them until we were well past, just in case.

      “Tell me the rest,” I said wearily. Not only was it good to expand my bestiary — another handy overlay — but it was reassuring to hear her talk, even of such a dismal subject.

      “Well, there are swamp trolls—”

      I shuddered. “No more trolls.”

      “—And toadstool fairies—”

      “Fairies, really?”

      “Really. But not the wish-granting kind. These will bite your ears off. Then there are mire mummies—”

      I stopped. “Mummies are buried in sarcophagi.”

      Farelle paused as well, eyeing me warily. “And…?”

      “Sarcophagi are put in tombs.”

      “Yes…?”

      “Anyone worth putting in a sarcophagus or tomb has riches.”

      Farelle just shook her head. “After what we went through in the Craigs, you’re still looking for trouble?”

      “For adventure, my good navigator.” I patted her on the shoulder and walked past her. “Come on. I’ve got to get my Lara Croft on.”

      “Who?”

      “Indiana Jones?”

      “What are you saying?”

      I just laughed and kept trudging.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We found a tomb just before nightfall.

      Ascending one of the forest hills from the marshes, we traveled through the woods searching for a place to settle down for the night that wasn’t so wet that our cloaks would be soaked in the morning. Before we’d found a suitable location though, the trees opened up to reveal what looked to be a tiny pyramid. Excited despite its diminutive size, I coaxed Farelle over to take a closer look. “You get 42 shares of the loot, remember?” I reminded her.

      “45,” she corrected. “But I should get more.”

      I took her by the arm and pulled her over, ignoring her protests. Immediately, my excitement grew, as I could see at the corners of the structure, the ground was pulling away, like there was more underneath. “It goes all the way down,” I said, pointing. “This is just the tip of the iceberg.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Your enthusiasm isn’t catching, you know.” But I could tell I was wearing her down.

      The ten-foot-tall doors to the crypt, however, didn’t budge when I pulled on them. Stepping back and studying them, I couldn’t detect any way other way to open them.

      “Try the handle?” Farelle suggested unhelpfully.

      “Har, har.” I circled the pyramid once, feeling along the black stone, but I couldn’t detect any creases that would signal a hidden entrance. Winding around to the front again, I used Detect Traps on the off-chance it would help, but to no avail.

      “Well, you tried.” Farelle was peering at the darkening woods around us. “And cost us a dry spot tonight. Best find something if you want to be able to keep up tomorrow. This belt isn’t doing you any favors.” She shook her new Belt of Speed with a grin.

      But I couldn’t look away from the doors. “Just a few minutes more,” I mumbled as I studied the images carved on their fronts. It was hard to tell, but I thought they depicted some war between two peoples. Peering closer, I saw one group was depicted with light skin, and the other with dark. “Who built this?” I asked, turning back to Farelle.

      She shrugged. “The Devalyn I suppose.”

      “Autumn elves? I thought they were supposed to be some kind of fallen people.” I looked back over the austere pyramid. “This looks more fit for the nobles of a great kingdom.”

      “A great empire, actually,” the Satyr corrected. “True, autumn elves don’t have any significant states of their own these days. But once, they were the conquerors of all these lands, and their rulers were the most powerful in the world. Many of the great wonders that the Gnarish can’t take credit for are due to the old Devalyn empire.”

      I traced one of the dark faces. “Autumn elves don't all have dark skin. Why show themselves that way?”

      “Because the sky elves are always shown as white.” Farelle shrugged. “At least from what I've seen. Never actually seen the Valyn, so I can't say whether they are or not.”

      “Hm.” I studied it closer, and noticed something else. “It looks like our rulers from the sky have also claimed the sun. And there's the moon for their cousins.”

      Farelle nodded. “They've each claimed those, yes. Now, if we're done with our history lesson…”

      I waved her away. “You go on if you want. I'm going to stay here awhile longer.”

      The Wilder sighed, but she just sat down where she was and stared up at the sky. The stars were starting to come out, and soon the moon would rise. I stood with my chin in my hand, studying it. What was the key to opening the door?

      I stood there for a long time. Thirty minutes, an hour, two — who could say how long I studied it. But nothing came to me. I flopped down in front of it, throwing up my hands. “Fickle gods!” I exclaimed.

      “You don't even know,” Farelle informed me.

      Just then, the first beams from the rising moon struck over the treetops. As they did, the two great doors to the pyramid began to glow like molten silver. Startled and thrilled, I jumped to my feet, my hands itching to try the door. Looking back at Farelle, who had nodded off to sleep, I saw her on her feet — hooves, that is — and as ready as I was. “Fickle gods,” she muttered.

      I took a deep breath. “Here it goes.” I put my hand on the handle, and didn't die, so that was a good start. Bracing myself, I heaved. The doors swung open with a huge grinding noise, hardly requiring any effort from me.

      I looked back at Farelle with a wink. “Ready for your payday?”

      She shook her head. “You and your funny phrases. Let's just go, shall we?”

      I nodded, drew my sword and dagger, and entered the crypt.

      The top layer was little more than the size of an ordinary living room, though it was definitely more interesting, sporting mysteriously burning silver torches and columns of a black stone glittering with amber crystals. Straight ahead, a stairway led down further into the pyramid. After scanning the area with Detect Traps, I nodded the all clear to Farelle and moved quietly forward.

      The stairs curved down in a seemingly never-ending spiral. Off-shooting these stairs were doors, branches no doubt where the tombs were held. I shared a glance with Farelle, and she gave a shrug, as if to say, “It's what we're here for, right?”

      I took the first of these doors and, carefully scanning the room, stepped inside. It had low ceilings barely high enough for me to  stand under and was no more than twenty feet wide, giving the room a claustrophobic feel. Adding to the crushing sense was a single torch illuminating it, leaving the corners shadowy and dark. Below the torch was the first sarcophagus. Inching forward, I scanned for traps.

      
        
        Sneak is level 4!

        

      

      
        
        Detect Traps is level 3!

        

      

      I grinned to myself, and not only at the advancement. There was one tripwire attached to the sarcophagus, and I was happy to notice it. After clipping the wire, I tried shoving off the lid of the sarcophagus to get at whatever was underneath, the heavy stone slab didn't budge.

      “Come on, help me with this,” I said to Farelle.

      The Satyr rolled her eyes, but though I could see she was terrified, she obliged anyway. Treasure was always a great motivator. Soon we were scraping the lid off and it clunked to the floor with a boom. My companion and I both looked nervously towards the door, but no sounds followed. We were alone, at least for the moment. Still, I whispered to Farelle, “Let's be quick.” She nodded in agreement.

      We both looked inside, and my eyes went round as fine china. Gold, both in coins and ingots, glittered around the edges of the mummified corpse. And clutched in its hands was the jeweled pommel of an immaculate longsword. Rings decorated its fingers, and silver necklaces hung from its neck.

      I met Farelle’s eyes, my own excitement mirrored in hers. “We’re rich!” I whispered.

      She nodded, than her mouth firmed. “As long as we get out of here alive. Let's put all of this in that magical satchel of yours and get the hell away.”

      I started to scoop up coins and disappear them into my inventory as quickly as I could, while the Wilder kept a nervous lookout. Soon I had everything in my inventory, and noticed a considerable weight difference when I stood. I guess I did have a bear a portion of what my inventory held; it just hadn’t been noticeable. Last of all, I whispered, “Sorry, fella,” and pried the stiff fingers off the sword. Some released easily, but three I had to break off they clung to it so stiffly. When I had it free, I held it up to the light and admired the rubies on the golden hilt.

      
        
        Jeweled Longsword of the Stars

        Quality: Master (181/200)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: ? (You must identify this item to learn its magic attributes)

        

      

      “Time for that later,” Farelle snapped. “Come on, quickly.”

      I put the sword in my inventory for now — it seemed a bad idea to use such a fine weapon in battle before I knew what it was worth — and followed her out of the door to the next room. There, after carefully scanning for traps, we looted it as thoroughly as the last place. In place of a sword, this dead man clasped a double-headed battle axe, and was made of a metal black as coal. Though I was starting to get weighed down, I had no doubt it was valuable, and stashed it with the rest of the loot.

      
        
        Obsidian Axe of Wrath

        Quality: Exceptional (78/100)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: ? (You must identify this item to learn its magic attributes)

        

      

      This floor cleared, I led the way down the spiral stairs to the next level of the pyramid. Here, as the structure widened, were four off-branching rooms. But I didn’t know how much longer I could hold out in this place. Not only would my burden quickly become too much to be practical, but this place gave me the creeps. I definitely wanted to leave alive, especially since I was pretty sure Farelle only had the one life. The Satyr was even more worried than I was, understandably. She kept throwing her gaze this way and that like a goat that was… Nope, still too soon for ruminant jokes.

      Reaching the landing, I picked a door at random and opened it. No sooner had I done so when a hissing sound started, and white stuff like mist began to pour into the stairway. Another magic trap — those things always got me in trouble. Panic thumped in my chest. “Go!” I yelled to Farelle, waving her up the stairs, but she was already prancing up them two at a time.

      Not quick enough. She lurched to a halt, and for a moment, I didn’t understand why. Then I saw him. Composed of the same white mist as nipped at our heels was what looked like a spectral prince, like cursed men out of Lord of the Rings. His pointed ears and almond eyes gave him away as an autumn elf, and the crown on his head as royalty. He gazed on us with severe displeasure, and though he had no weapon, I didn’t doubt he had ample tools to kill us.

      “You have defiled this place!” the Devalyn prince said, his voice thundering through the crypt.

      That’s when I knew this had all been a very, very bad idea.
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            The Autumn Prince

          

        

      

    

    
      The ghostly prince stood over us, looking ready to kill us at any moment. And as I examined what I could of his stats, I was sure he would.

      
        
        Barrow Prince (Lvl ???) - Devalyn royalty from a bygone age. He wields powerful magic, and is very protective of his grave and treasure. “You have defiled this place!”

        

      

      That last part of the description was unnervingly accurate.

      As Farelle took a long swig from her flask, apparently already accepting her fate, I answered for us. “We’re sorry, your majesty. We’ll return everything we took—”

      “You have defiled my brothers and sisters!” the Specter roared over me. “For this, there is but one punishment.” His lips curled into a cruel smile, and he lifted his hand, leveling it at my companion.

      Farelle, her last drink taken, drew her short blade and took a swipe at the ghost, but it passed through without any noticeable damage. I was already making my own attempt by channeling Turn Undead. The channel propelled out from me in white waves, but as it passed over the prince and the mist below, a small overlay popped up with the text No effect.

      We were out of time. The prince intoned sonorous words in a language I couldn’t understand, his hand still leveled at Farelle. The Satyr, after a moment’s hesitation, tried darting through the prince, but was buffeted by an unearthly wind. From the rising crescendo of his voice, the ghost’s words were reaching a climax. I gritted my teeth and pulled out my Iron Dagger of Minor Banishing and started up the stairs, hoping to reach him in time, even though I doubted it would have any effect.

      But before I got there, several things happened at once. First, the prince completed his spell, and Farelle screamed and contorted into a painful shape, then collapsed and tumbled down the stairs. At the same time, another Specter emerged from nowhere and threw itself around the ghostly prince, to his loudly voiced fury. And third, I felt a distinctly real hand grab my shoulder and pull me back, sending me off balance.

      Attending to my most immediate problem, I twisted free of the hand and whirled around to see what had grabbed me. A mummy, dripping with green algae and brown rot, stood in the whirling mist next to me, hands grasping for me again. I quickly drew my new Mithril Sword of Thirst and, sheathing the Iron Dagger of Minor Banishing, drew my other knife. Then I sprang at the undead creature, slicing through one hand and then a thigh. It collapsed on the leg, but still it came forward. I didn’t know if I could kill it, but I had to try.

      Other mire mummies were coming through the other three doors as well, four of them in total. They were slow, but if I were to carry Farelle, I couldn’t outrun even them, especially not with a Spectral prince after us. Though, from the sounds of struggle above me, it sounded like he was tangled up with something else.

      I focused again on the mummies, and started working my magic. They didn’t have visible eyes, so Basilisk’s Gaze was out. Time to revert to simple sword and sorcery. Kicking the closest mummy back a few steps, I cast Icy Plume in a slow arc about me. The mummies, already slow, practically froze. I followed it up with several rounds of Magic Missiles, aiming for the heads in hope of getting crits. Two collapsed into the mist, but the third and fourth still lumbered on.

      I was out of mana now — time to see what channels I could scrounge up. I used Siphon Essence on the one I’d already mangled, and as the several-second channel worked its way into fruition, the mummy began twitching. Essence slowly leaked from it, nowhere near as fast as it had for the bandit. It would take far too long to be useful for me.

      So I leaped forward and began slashing the mummies apart, putting every bit of combat training with Farelle to work. Soon, the landing looked like a bathroom floor after a cat’s gotten ahold of a roll of toilet paper. I nodded, satisfied with my handiwork, and surprised to see I’d somehow recovered 30 mana. But there was no time to figure that out. I turned back to the other problem.

      The prince was still preoccupied with his assailant, yelling what I assumed were curses in that strange language of his while he tried to throw the other Specter off. Ignoring our mysterious savior for the moment, I ran up the stairs to kneel by Farelle. She was unconscious, the whites of her eyes barely showing through slitted eyelids. I checked for a pulse and found her heart was still beating weakly. Whatever the prince had done hadn’t quite killed her. Yet.

      “Okay, time to go,” I muttered to my companion. Sheathing my weapons, I set to trying to haul her up. She mumbled something as I lifted her onto my shoulders, but was still limp as a dead fish. I hissed with the pain of lifting her, and my stamina strained. She was light, but it was still more weight than was comfortable to bear.

      Though it was hard to look up with Farelle on my shoulders, I craned my neck up to see how the battle ahead of me was going. The intertwined Specters turned, and suddenly, I saw that I recognized who was helping us. “Ava!”

      The Specter who had led me through the beginning of the game met my eyes with a sad smile. “Run, Marrow. Save us if you can.” Then, with a final scream from the prince, she wrenched him to the side, and they tumbled from the stairs into the mist.

      I moved as quickly as I could up the stairs, Farelle giving faint gasps at every step. It hadn’t seemed such a long trip down, but by the time I’d reach the first landing again I was panting, and my legs were burning. My stamina was dipping dangerously low, all the way down to the 30s, but I pressed on anyway, knowing we had no time to lose. Ava was keeping the prince at bay for now, but I had no clue how long she could keep it up, nor how long Farelle could hold on.

      As black spots appeared in my vision and my stamina hit 10, I finally made it back to the top. The doors were still ajar from when we’d entered, so it was a simple matter of slipping through and we were out. With a great sigh, I slipped Farelle off my shoulders just outside the entrance, then stumbled back to the doors. On the off-chance that the doors had some effect, I wasn’t about to risk letting that Devalyn prince out and coming after us. I hoped I wasn’t shutting Ava in the same way, but I had no other choice. I put a shoulder to them and, heaving with the last of my strength, pressed them closed. As soon as they were, the glowing from the moonlight faded, and they were sealed.

      I wove my way back to Farelle and collapsed onto the ground next to her, trying to catch my breath. As I did, her eyelids fluttered open. “Marrow?” she muttered.

      I leaned closer and took her hand. “I’m here. Stay with me, Farelle.”

      “C-cursed,” she said, her teeth suddenly chattering. “He cursed me.”

      Cursed. What did I do about that? I didn’t know the first thing about curses in the Everlands. “Can we reverse it?”

      But Farelle’s eyes had once again closed, and I feared she’d drifted off to sleep. Then her lips moved. “Yes. At... home.”

      “Home. You don’t mean Stalburgh, do you?” In the condition she was in, I didn’t see how she’d ever last that long, if I could even get her there.

      But she gave a small shake of her head. “Home. Here.” She pressed her hand between her breasts.

      I thought she must just mean her heart, but a moment later, she drew out a pendant I hadn’t known she wore. It looked to be made of curled bits of wood, and in the middle was a bead of hardened amber.

      “Summon them,” she whispered. “They’ll come.”

      Despite the grave situation, I was conscious of how close I was to touching her inappropriately as I drew off the pendant. Flushing, I did it as quickly as I could and held it up. “How do I do that?”

      Her breath came in a rasp. “Hold it to my mouth.”

      I did as she asked.

      “Farelle Cedar-Strider comes home,” she said softly.

      A moment passed, then two. I exhaled heavily and let the pendant fall from her lips. I’d hoped whatever she had expected to happen would, but nothing had. Maybe she was further gone than I’d thought.

      “I’m sorry, Farelle,” I said, taking her hand again and pressing the pendant into it. “I’m sorry I got you into this.”

      She didn’t respond, already unconscious again. I wondered if there was anything else I could do when suddenly the air erupted with blast of wind. I threw up my arm in protection and cried out, thinking the barrow prince had come after us, but there was something odd that made me doubt it. The air suddenly smelled like honeysuckle and berries. Not exactly an ominous omen.

      As the gust died down, I risked looking up, and saw a figure stood before me. A naked Satyr, to be specific, and a male one apparently. By the size of his endowment, he could have funded Harvard. My eyes quickly rose to meet his, and I saw them glaring down at me angrily.

      “What have you done to my daughter?!” he thundered.
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      Considering I wasn’t intimate with Farelle, it was a bit early to be meeting her father. Still, despite my bone-deep weariness, I jumped to my feet, trying to recover what I could of my first impression. “Sir! I, uh—”

      “Father,” Farelle whispered, her hand twitching.

      The Satyr was on his knees by her in an instance. “My little kid,” he said soothingly in his deep baritone. “We will heal you, do not fear.” With seemingly little effort, he curled his arms under his daughter and lifted her, then turned towards me with angry eyes. “Grab my arm,” he commanded. “Until we know what’s happened, you’re staying with us.”

      I did as I was told, hoping I wasn’t going to my death. But I had to make sure Farelle was okay, despite the urgency of my errand. If I was still alive in the real world, I could survive a little longer.

      The Satyr spoke in another language, this one smooth and lyrical where the Devalyn prince’s had been harsh and clipped. I felt light as feather for a moment, then the world became muddled and twisted around me.

      It was like an acid trip, all colors and flowers and movement without meaning, when suddenly the trip ended and solid ground was beneath my feet again. My knees buckled and I fell to the ground. My stamina had barely recovered, and after that trip, I needed a moment before I could stand.

      Farelle’s father wasn’t sympathetic. “Get up. She has no time to waste.”

      Knowing it was true, I stumbled to my feet and followed after the Satyr. Only then did I stare around me in amazement. Despite it being night, everything was lit up by glowing balls of light that hung in the air like my Magelight. Thus, I saw I was standing in the midst of a village that seemed grown more than built. Living trees made up most of the buildings, their trunks bulging outward to form spherical rooms. Platforms were made of trees smoothed to stump-like surfaces, and bridges between the dwellings were formed of woven branches. Instead of regular-sized steps, there were platforms of what looked like large toadstools that I saw Satyrs hop up.

      That was the other thing — the entire village had a populace of Satyrs. And not only that, but they were all as naked like Farelle’s father. I tried my best not to stare, but my eyes kept wandering. You would have thought I was naked from how they stared at me in return. I supposed they probably didn't get Human visitors often. I nodded at those who stared at me at first, but when I was beginning to feel like a bobblehead, I gave it up and kept my eyes forward.

      Farelle’s father bore his daughter to a house formed of a huge stump the size of a bunker. Walking through the leaf curtains that hung in place of a door, he set her on a table. An old male Satyr with spectacles and flat horns blinked at what had been brought before him. “Farelle,” he said, surprised. “I thought she had left?”

      “She's returned,” Farelle’s father said with a dark look at me. “What happened, Human?”

      It took me a second to realize he was talking to me. “Uh, we were inside a Devalyn tomb when—”

      “Inside a what?” Farelle's father became even angrier than before. “What in Yalua’s blessed name were you doing in there? Farelle knows better than to disturb the dead.”

      “I convinced her,” I admitted. “Looking for loot and all that…”

      Farelle's father glowered at me, so I figured it was best to rip off the band-aid completely. “Anyway, we apparently woke a Devalyn prince, and he cursed her.”

      Farelle’s father said something in that lyrical language again, but from his expression, I had a feeling the meaning wasn't as beautiful as it sounded. The old Satyr gave him a disapproving look. “Now, now, Sulfel. No need for vulgarity.”

      “My daughter is dying, Hanil,” Sulfel growled. “How about you worry about saving her?”

      Old Hanil shook his head, but he just set to studying Farelle. “Hard to see with all these useless clothes on...” he muttered. His investigations took several minutes, during which I thought at many times Sulfel would leap over and strangle me. I avoided his eyes as best I could.

      Finally the old man straightened and sighed. “This is dark, powerful magic. We will need the Council to convene for a summoning.”

      “She will survive until then.” Sulfel made the question sound like an order.

      Hanil nodded. “I won’t let her die, I assure you. Now go gather them. And leave the Human here,” he added as Sulfel turned glowering toward me. “He may be useful if I need more information.”

      Farelle’s father simmered at that, but he reluctantly nodded. Before he left, though, he came up close to me. I was distinctly aware of the few inches he had on me. “If she dies,” he said in a low, dangerous voice, “you will follow swiftly after.”

      “Sulfel!” the older Satyr admonished.
      Sulfel just stared the message into me, so I nodded. “I know. I’ll deserve as much.”

      That surprised him, but he just nodded in return and stepped away. Then with a parting look at his daughter, the Satyr left.

      “I apologize, young master,” Hanil said, moving to a cabinet nearby and starting to rummage through it. “He’s just worried about her.”

      “So am I.” I sat down in a chair and put elbows to knees, watching my companion’s chest slowly rise and fall with each breath. “She really will be okay?”

      “She’ll need rest, but yes, she will survive.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” I looked around the room again. “You’re an herbalist.”

      The older Satyr chuckled as he brought over a few yellow leaves to a mortar and pestle. “You could say that. But more accurately, you would say I’m a druid.”

      I perked up at that. I’d always liked druids, but thought they always got the shaft when it came to power, so I never often went for them. Who knew how it was in the Everlands though; channels seemed powerful enough that maybe druids had a shot at being awesome. “So you’ll heal her with channels as well as herbs?”

      The Satyr nodded. “The Council — myself included — will call down the benevolent love of Yalua to cast away the curse. We use aids, of course, such as herbs and roots.”

      I hesitated. I wanted to ask if I could learn druidic channels, but considering this was an isolated colony of Satyrs in only the fickle gods knew where among the stretch of mires and forests, I had a feeling the druid wouldn’t be keen on it. “Can I help at all?” I settled for my second thought, a bit embarrassed I’d only just thought to ask.

      “No, young master. You did well getting her out of the barrow.” The druid looked up from his work for a moment. “Though you would have done better to keep her out of it.”

      I hung my head. “I’ll do better next time.”

      The druid laughed softly. “You had best get used to hearing that. I’m afraid it will be often said before this is through. Now, I can see you’ve had ordeals yourself. Take that bed in the room back there. When you wake, you can visit our mana font and restore yourself, and perhaps pray at Yalua’s altar if you’re so inclined.”

      I nodded gratefully, and stood. “Thank you for everything.” I paused. “Hanil, isn’t it?”

      The old druid nodded. “And yourself?”

      “Marrow.”

      “Well, you are welcome here, Marrow, no matter what others might say.”

      “And where is ‘here,’ exactly?”

      He chuckled. “I suppose it is a bit disorienting taking the Wind’s Path in. This is the village of Maluwae, in the southeastern corner of the Mired Copses. We’re not precisely hidden from the world, but we tend to keep to ourselves, so it’s understandable if you haven’t heard of us.”

      I recognized that name, Maluwae, from Farelle’s name on her stats. “Farelle never mentioned her home,” I said truthfully.

      “Yes, well,” Hanil said softly. “Her departure wasn’t exactly a joyful event.” He shook his head. “But enough of speaking of the past. Get you off to bed — you look ready to keel over any moment now.”

      He waved me towards the back of the house, and I obliged and went back to the bed there and sat. For a moment, I resolved to stay awake, to watch over Farelle. The next, my exhaustion got the better of me, and I let myself lay down. The one after that, I was asleep.
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* * *

      When I woke the next morning, I found I was ravenous. With all the excitement, I hadn’t eaten since lunch the day before. But first things first — I saw I had a few notifications to take care of:

      
        
        Swords has increased to level 4!

        

      

      
        
        Magic: Light has increased to level 3!

        

      

      
        
        -5 to Alignment: Moral

        

      

      Two good and one bad — I supposed I could accept that. Especially considering I deserved that drop in morality with all my bad behavior lately. I rubbed my eyes and stretched, then rose from the bed. I’d barely noticed the night before, but it was composed of leaves and moss, which had somehow kept me plenty warm. Shrugging, I meandered out of the room towards the main segment of the house, where Hanil the druid had been treating Farelle the night before.

      But upon entering the room, I stopped with a jolt of panic. The table that had held Farelle was empty. My companion was gone, as was the elderly druid.

      Heart racing, I tried to think this through. Had they left me behind on purpose? Did they not want me to attend Farelle’s healing? Did they think I'd get in the way, or did they want the whole thing to remain a secret, and their druidic rituals safe? I set my jaw. I'd be damned if I wasn't there by my friend’s side, whatever their reasons. I felt guilty enough having slept this long already.

      Ignoring my belly and my status of Ravenous, I left the tree house and stepped outside. The village of Maluwae was bustling now, naked Satyr jumping and leaping and strutting. My face turned red all over again, but I ignored my embarrassment and strode up to the closest person, and asked them where I could find the Council gathering. Some ignored me, while others spurned me outright. “You do not have the right!” one middle-aged woman scolded me. “No right at all to that holy meeting!”

      “Sorry,” I mumbled with my hands up and my eyes on the ground. But after I'd escaped her, I just sought out another local, and then another. Slowly, I wizened up to the fact that nobody was going to tell me where the Council was meeting. Instead, I opted for a different tactic: tracking down Hanil.

      I got a bite for the herbalist on my second ask. “Hanil?” a skinny male Satyr said, rubbing his horns. “If I remember, he's down by Mudroot today.” I extracted Mudroot’s location and, thanking the man for his help, went off in search of it.

      It took a good hour to find him in the marsh that was Mudroot. Stepping carefully around roots that trembled when you touched them, I found the elderly Satyr bent over a stump, humming as he examined a lime-green toadstool. “Hanil!” I greeted him as I approached. “I've been looking everywhere for you! Why didn't you wake me this morning?”

      “Hm?” As he straightened up and looked at me, the herbalist’s eyes were unfocused for a moment before he recognized me. “Ah, Farelle’s Human friend. So you found my little spot, have you?”

      I didn’t want to waste time with pleasantries. “Farelle’s gone. You know where she went, don't you?”

      Hanil sighed. “Of course, young master. She's with the Council, as I said she would be.”

      “So lead me to them.”

      The herbalist began moving up the hill towards the village, and I followed. “It's not that easy,” he said. “We have traditions. Rituals.”

      “Important secrets,” I said, not bothering to keep the acid out of my voice. “Secrets that might get Farelle killed. Listen to me. None of you were actually there to see what happened to her. What if the Council makes a mistake because they don’t know enough of the situation?”

      Hanil stopped and studied me. “You truly care for her, don't you?” he asked.

      I remembered guiltily how little I'd cared for her when I was trapped in the collapsed bridge. But all I could do was redeem myself. “Yes,” I said firmly.

      The old druid sighed again. “Then come. I'll lead you to them.”
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* * *

      Hanil led me back up the hill, but instead of going back to the village, we skirted around the edge of it. I wondered how much trouble I might be getting him in, but considering what was at stake, I knew it was a risk I'd just have to take.

      From there, we wound up a hill behind the village to a grove of trees so thick and massive they all looked like they’d had a bad case of giantism. Each of their roots were twice as thick around as I was. I was glad they weren’t like the roots down in Mudroot; one twitch from them would send me sprawling, and likely with a broken back.

      The trees weren’t the only giant thing. Ferns as big as circus tents waved overhead, rustling with a wind I couldn’t feel. Toadstools soon joined afterwards, many as tall as houses. The very air seemed to grow thicker with all the enormous vegetation around me. I glanced nervously at Hanil, but the druid looked perfectly at ease, so I tried to relax as well, though it was impossible when I didn’t know what was happening with Farelle.

      I knew we were drawing close when I saw the gentle green glow ahead. Then two great fern leaves parted, and our destination appeared before me. The hollowed stump of what would have been the biggest tree yet stood in the middle of a partial clearing, other mammoth trees leaning in overhead to block out the light. But the glow wasn’t coming from the sun, but within the hollow stump itself. Through an archway carved between the giant roots, I could see the vague outlines of shadows against the bright light.

      “Come,” Hanil said to me, voice grave. He hobbled forward, and I followed close behind, wondering at what exactly I’d gotten myself into.

      Before we entered the hollow stump, a figure stepped out from the overhanging foliage, rage in his eyes. Sulfel, Farelle’s father. “What is he doing here?” he demanded of the druid next to me.

      “He may be of use, Sulfel,” Hanil said calmly. “We would be fools to keep him away for tradition’s sake only.”

      “This isn’t just about tradition,” Sulfel sneered. “This is about us, our people, and our continued survival.” He turned his fiery gaze on me. “Your intrusion may have doomed us, Human, and my daughter with it.”

      I didn’t flinch from his look. “How?”

      Sulfel began to reply, but Hanil cut him off. “It’s not clear yet that you have, Marrow. But there is a possibility that more than just that Devalyn prince has awoken across the Mired Copses. There have been sightings of Specters where there have been none for many long centuries.”

      Sulfel nodded tightly. “And if Specters invade our people, then we are doomed. You bring chaos, Human. We will see that there is justice for it.” At that, he showed the first sign of a smile, sharp and cruel.

      “But we don’t know if that’s the case yet,” the druid reminded him. “Come.” He showed me through to the hollow stump. Ignoring Sulfel’s hateful gaze, I stepped through the archway.

      Entering the hollow stump, I saw standing around edges of seven Satyrs, staring into the nearly blinding light in the center. They varied from very young — one girl looked no more than seven — to very old — I was surprised the man was alive, much less even standing — and everything in between. As one, they looked over at Hanil and I as we entered, but I was busy wincing into the light to see what was at the center. Who, rather — for it was Farelle, prone on a wooden altar, eyes closed and face drawn in pain.

      “What are you doing to her?” I demanded, stepping forward.

      “Do not let him approach!” the elder Satyr said in a quavering voice. “Dark forces linger about him!”

      “Yes,” a plump Satyr woman said, eyes widening. “Yes, I see the Night Sisters have placed their touch on him.”

      Everyone present hissed, and I cringed. But what could I say in response?

      “You, Human,” the girl druid demanded, pointing at me. “Do you deny it?”

      I looked at each of their faces. “No,” I said slowly. “No, I do not deny it.”

      The Council again hissed, and I thought they might leap at me and tear me apart. But Hanil raised a hand and said calmly, “Peace, my friends. Has the worst come to pass yet?”

      “Yes!” the eldest cried. “Yes! The Fallen Empire awakens! The Specters rise once more!”

      “There is no stopping it,” a fourth druid said solemnly, the tallest of those assembled.

      I was starting to sweat now. “The Fallen Empire… You mean the old Devalyn nation?”

      “Of course,” the same tall druid responded in the same tone. “A people full of discontented souls.”

      That was one hell of a chain reaction if it were true. I wanted to deny it could be true, but what the hell did I know? Besides, I was more concerned about something else. “But Farelle. You can save her?”

      “Possibly,” said a barrel-chested druid. “But suppose doing so somehow accelerates the uprising. Farelle knows the laws of Maluwae, even if you do not. None are to enter the barrows, on pain of death.” He gazed down severely at my companion. “Perhaps Yalua intends that this curse is to be her undoing.”

      I swallowed. I didn’t see how we’d get out of here without violence, and I had a feeling everyone present was a lot more powerful than I was. But I couldn’t let Farelle die, not to her own people. Not when it was my fault.

      I held up my hands as if surrendering to a police officer. “Please, Council. If you would tell me more, perhaps I could—”

      Suddenly, everything came to a halt, like someone had pressed the pause button. The Council druids’ angry expressions were fixed on me, unmoving. Hanil was frozen next to me. The green glow coming from Farelle and her altar, which had been pulsing, became a somehow crystalline light. The leaves, the branches, the wind — all was still and silent. I alone had control over my body.

      I immediately suspected the worst: that the barrow prince had found me, and commanded even more powerful magic than I’d suspected. I stared about wildly, and though I saw no sign of the malevolent Specter, I didn’t doubt he was there. “Come out, you coward!” I shouted into the stillness. “I know you’re there!”

      “I’m here, Marrow.” A voice, that of a young boy, spoke from everywhere and nowhere. “But I’m not the Specter you think I am.”

      It was certainly a different voice than the barrow prince had used before, but I suspected it was a trick. “And which Specter is that?”

      “You know,” the boy’s voice said, almost seeming uncertain whether or not I was teasing him. “The barrow prince.”

      He was a good actor and better guesser. But I wasn’t going to be drawn in so easily. “Okay, so I thought you were the barrow prince,” I hedged. “If you’re not he, who are you?”

      “A friend,” the boy’s voice whispered, though it carried all around me. “Like I hope you’ll be my friend.”

      “Your… friend?” This was a strange trick if it was one.

      There was a long pause of silence before the boy spoke again. “You’re one of the Everfolk, right? From Beyond?”

      There was that term again — Everfolk — which apparently meant players. Was Beyond supposed to mean Earth? Chills ran up my spine. If Farelle was any indication, NPCs weren’t supposed to have much of a conception of Earth. This was starting to get a bit too curious for comfort. “I think so,” I said.

      “You’re learning here, Marrow. I like that about you. You’re still growing up like me.” The boy sounded wistful. Lonely, maybe. Like an only child with inattentive parents.

      “Yeah. I guess so.”

      “I hope you’ll be my friend. I know you want to save your friend. So I’ll help you, okay?”

      Suddenly, the middle finger on my right hand burned, and I cried out and held it up to look at it. For a brief instant, a band of what looked like liquid mercury wound about it. But when I blinked, it quickly faded from sight, and the burning stopped.

      “I know you’ll use it well,” the boy said. “But I have to go now. My parents are calling.” He seemed very sad as he said it.

      “Well, thank you,” I said, wondering if I’d just been cursed myself.

      “Come visit me soon, okay?”

      I didn’t have time to answer. Just like that, without any warning, everything shifted back into normal time and speed. The Council resumed its angry jabbering, the altar continued its pulsing glow, and Hanil was eyeing me scrupulously. As time shifted gears, they all flinched. It took me a moment to realize why. Before the time-stop, my hands had been raised, whereas now they were down. The instant change must have looked eerie.

      “How did you…?” Hanil muttered, and the others druids looked equally perturbed.

      “Never mind,” I said hurriedly. I held up the hand where the band of silver had been, wanting another look at it. Sure enough, the faint outline of ring appeared around the finger, a faint shimmer like oil on water showing where it was. So it hadn’t all been a temporary glitch, or a dream. But if it wasn’t, I didn’t know what that meant for the boy who had spoken and given it to me. And stopped time itself in the Everlands.

      The girl druid gasped. “Look!” she said, pointing again. “At his finger!”

      The members of the Council blinked and peered closer. One by one, each of them similarly blanched. They all seemed to recognize something about it, which confused me even further.

      Hanil grabbed my wrist with uncharacteristic force and scrutinized the ring. “Ah,” he said with a satisfied smile, letting it go. “I believe, my fair Council, that we have had a solution thrust upon us. I’m sure you all recognize this ring.”

      Awed expressions had come over the druids’ faces. As I looked at each of them my confusion only grew. “I don’t. What is it?”

      “The Ghost Ring,” the deep-voiced druid answered. “Whoever wears the Ghost Ring has dominion over all the Specters across Kalthinia.”

      I stared at the phantasmal circle on my hand again. “Really? Over the whole continent?”

      “Really!” the girl druid said enthusiastically.

      “So I can command them to, I don’t know, simmer down?”

      Hanil nodded. “In a manner of speaking.”

      I paused to take this in. “So… it isn’t a curse.”

      They stared at me like I was slow. “How could it be a curse?” the burly druid asked incredulously. “Besides, where did you get it from?”

      That was a bit of an uncomfortable question. “I’ll tell you later,” I said hurriedly. “Right now, you need to tell me how I can use it to save Farelle.”

      The Council members looked troubled, glancing among themselves. “That we do not precisely know,” Hanil admitted.

      I tried looking at the stats of the Ghost Ring, but didn’t come up with much:

      
        
        Ghost Ring

        Quality: Divine (unbreakable)

        Rarity: Celestial

        Attributes: A Dominion Ring. Commands the Specters of Kalthinia. Cannot be unequipped, lost, or stolen.

        

      

      It was obviously a powerful artifact, as the druids had told me. But if the boy-god person had meant to help me, he could have told me what to do with this thing.

      “Perhaps,” quavered the elderly druid, “if we had a Specter guide who could show us…”

      A Specter guide — I lit up at that. I knew just the person for the job.

      Hoping she’d survived her wrestling match with the barrow prince, I held up my right hand and spoke in my best commanding voice. “Ava! Come, please, if you can!”

      Ava materialized at once before me. Her sweet smile, her bob of hair, her sad eyes — my initial guide and recent savior was with me again in the flesh. Kind of.

      “Marrow,” she said with a smile. “Who knew you could be so polite?”

      “You saved me,” I blurted. “You took on that Devalyn prince by yourself!”

      Ava smiled and nodded. Cast in the green glow of the altar, she looked even more otherworldly than usual. “I am bound to protect you, Marrow. My master commands it.”

      I wondered if her master was the boy, but I didn’t want to ask her in front of all these other people. “And you’re well? He didn’t hurt you?” I assumed even Specters could be hurt, though I wasn’t certain if they could “die.”

      “I’m fine, Marrow.” Her gaze shifted to those around her, then back to me. “But don’t you have something to ask me?”

      “Ah, yes.” Hanil and the Council were staring, waiting for me to get to the point. I held up the hand with the Ghost Ring again. “I just discovered I’m wearing this.”

      “I know,” Ava said simply. “The Ghost Ring.”

      I blinked. “Do all Specters know of it?”

      “No. But I bore witness to the one who placed that Dominion Ring on your finger.”

      “You did?” I asked eagerly. “Then you know who he is!”

      “I do,” she said simply. Her eyes shifted to those around us, reminding me again not to ask further about it, as much as I wanted to. “All I will say now, Marrow, is that for some reason, he has made you the Catalyst.”

      He. The Catalyst. Once again, I felt there was another layer to everything that was going on, and I barely had an inkling of what it all meant. “I don’t understand.”

      “You will when it’s time. For now, Marrow, command the dead to rest.” The Specter’s eyes bored into me, telling me to drop it.

      As little as I wanted to, I did. I had to save Farelle anyhow. “How?” I asked for the second time.

      “Speak this command in the tongue of the afterlife: Saq’suul.”

      The words themselves seemed to carry force. Just hearing them, I knew the command would work. But I hesitated. “What do they mean?”

      Now it was Ava’s turn to hesitate. “Stone-sleep,” she said finally.

      “It will make you rest, too?”

      “I am not of these lands. It will not affect me.” I could tell from her tone that there was something left unsaid. But I didn’t bother with it — now was not the time.

      I raised the Ghost Ring above my head once more, and felt the hush of anticipation throughout the hollow stump. I looked down at Farelle and made a wish for it to work. “Saq’suul!” I commanded the air in front of me, feeling more than a bit silly as I did.

      The word echoed up, then dissipated. Nothing happened. I lowered my hand, disappointed. Either this was some kind of elaborate trick, or I wasn’t supposed to be the Catalyst or whatever I was made out to be. I’d failed my companion.

      Suddenly, the green glow in front of me grew dimmer. I stared, hoping beyond hope it had worked after all. Sure enough, as the last of the light fell away, Farelle, clumsy and cross-eyed, sat up on the wooden altar.

      “It is done,” Ava said softly. “Now, I must leave you.”

      I wrenched my eyes from my awakening companion as the druids crowded forward and looked up to Ava, but I was roughly shoved to the side and stumbled. When I’d regained my balance, I saw it was Sulfel who had pushed me and the others out of the way so he could hold his daughter.

      I looked up again, but it was too late. My Spectral guide was gone. But as I looked around, she whispered one last thing in my ear. “I’ll still be with you…” Then she was gone.

      I looked at all the Satyr druids crowding around Farelle. Her family, welcoming her back to home and health. Suddenly, I grinned. I’d done it, with a little help from a couple friends. I’d saved an entire land and community. Nothing in my life had matched this feeling. I didn’t think anything could.

      “A celebration!” Sulfel roared suddenly over the growing din from the Satyrs. “Everyone will feel the heat of our victory tonight!”

      I didn’t wonder long what that meant.
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            Merriment in Maluwae

          

        

      

    

    
      After the village-wide celebration — during which I may or may not have witnessed my first Satyr orgy — I retreated to Hanil’s house for the night. I’d seen more than enough for a lifetime, and drank and eaten enough that I was ready to pass out.

      But sleep wasn’t in the books for me quite yet. No sooner had I lay down than a figure shadowed the doorway. As the soft light from the room’s orb illuminated them, my jaw dropped open. It was Farelle, but not as I’d ever seen her before. Sometime during the festivities, she’d abandoned her clothes, and now stood as nude as any other Satyr in her hometown. And was she a sight to see.

      “I don’t care,” Farelle said, swaying as she walked into the room. I could see she’d been partaking of the drink that had been heartily passed around all day.

      “Don’t care?” I asked, my throat suddenly tight.

      “I don’t care if you see me without clothes.” She came even closer. “I don’t care if you think I’m a simple beast because of it.”

      “I don’t—”

      “I don’t care,” she interrupted, “because I want you to see me. The real me.” She raised her hands and did a little spin.

      I watched her the whole time, taking the sight in. “I don’t mind seeing the real you.”

      She smirked. “I’ll bet you don’t.” She walked over to the bed and, with a sudden leap, she hopped onto the bed. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      My mouth was dry. “I guess we’ll find out.”

      But that’s as much as I’ll say. After all, a gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell.
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* * *

      In the morning, I woke to find many things awaiting me. First, the crook of my arm, where Farelle had fallen asleep the night before, was empty. I rubbed my messy hair and sat up when I noticed the other things. Several notifications preyed at the bottom of my vision. Figuring Farelle might have just gone out for a whiz or something, I decided to wait in bed and see what messages I had.

      Seeing the first two icons, I was nearly in disbelief as I brought up their messages:

      
        
        You are now Level 6! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

        

      

      
        
        You are now Level 7! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

        

      

      How had I jumped two levels? I guess they didn’t call scoring it with the ladies for nothing…

      Chuckling to myself, I opened the next several messages, and it became clear where the XP had come from. Fighting off the mire mummies in the pyramid — or barrow, as the Satyrs here called it — had apparently given me 1200 XP, or 300 per mummy. That entailed a big chunk of level 6. Then healing Farelle of the Devalyn prince’s curse had turned into a mini-quest, appropriately called Cursed Companion. whose prompt I’d completely neglected to see at the time. Obviously I had finished that, gaining an additional 3500 XP, which had probably put me into level 6. But then additionally, I’d finished my other quest with Farelle, The Wilder’s Past, gaining 3000 XP. As if that wasn’t enough, when it turned out Maluwae as well as the whole of the Mired Copses was in danger, that had turned into a major quest called Uprising of the Undead, which I’d immediately solved for a whopping 7500 XP.

      I was loving this incidental quest business.

      Still, I wasn’t accepting this all at face value. I hadn’t forgotten in the revelries that I couldn’t leave the Everlands even if I wanted to, nor that I seemed to be a pawn for the gods. This latest development with the Ghost Ring and the mysterious boy who gifted it to me was only an extension of that I was sure, though I didn’t know how it fit yet. I held up my hand and squinted at my middle finger, but I couldn’t detect even a hint of the ring there. I’d need more of that druidic green light to see it apparently. Though that came with an issue: how would I know if it fell off if I could neither see nor feel it?

      An idea occurred to me, and I checked my inventory. Sure enough, Ghost Ring took up one of the squares. Bringing up its stats reminded me it couldn’t be unequipped, lost, or stolen, so I guess my mind could be put at ease on that front. So long as it hadn’t cursed me, of course.

      That concern alleviated, I needed to attend to my level ups, so I pulled up my stats to puzzle out what to do:
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There were a couple surprises in there — “The Catalyst” had shown up as an alternate name for me. I guessed that label was going to stick, whatever it meant. Also super exciting was just how much gold I’d gotten from the barrow, well over 5000 coins. I’d have to split half of that with Farelle, but still, that left me with quite the healthy sum.

      But I needed to assign my SP and AP now. I considered my experiences since my last level up. Since then, we’d been attacked by a troll and harpies, and nearly died in the fall out. I’d also struggled to keep up with my Belt of Speed-enhanced Companion as we waded through mucky swamps. Last but not least, I’d been too curious to pass up exploring a barrow, looted it, and gotten Farelle cursed by a Spectral prince. Then, somehow, I’d saved with her and her village with a mysteriously granted ring that I couldn’t see.

      Wow. A lot had happened, apparently.

      First, I split my 20 Status Points between Health and Spirit without hesitation. As for my Attribute Points, a few adjustments popped out to me immediately. While I often used magic in battle, channels promised to overtake them as my primary skill for combat, so I put two points into belief. The second was a little less conventional, but I invested two AP into charisma. It had been hard enough getting out of that Council gathering alive, and I had only done it with a lot of help. I had to assume situations were only going to get trickier from here on out. Of the other four, two went to agility so I could keep up with Farelle while traveling and not feel like I was dying, and the last two went to strength, not only to compensate for my hurt ego when Farelle had called me weak, but to unlock further combat skills and make carrying all my barrow loot easier.

      Speaking of barrow loot, I had those two magic weapons I’d gotten, as well as all my other unidentified magic items. It was past time that I attended to them and figured out what all of them did, if I could here in Maluwae. I could get a head start on which of the two barrow weapons I wanted to give to her.

      “Waiting for something, are you?”

      I startled and looked up at the door, but it just Farelle who stood in the entrance, leering at me with what I thought was possessiveness in her eyes.

      “Just, uh, attending to things.

      She shook her head and smiled. ““Come on, lover boy. Time to go.” She threw me my pack, and I fumbled to catch it.

      “Talk about a rude awakening,” I complained.

      She smirked. “What? Did you think I’d give you less flak just because I got you in the sack?” She winked at me. “Only thing it changes is how comfortable we are at night. If you behave, that is.”

      I had more than half a mind to comply, but I wasn’t about to let her know that. “Hold your horses, partner. I have get some items identified first. Any places here I can get that done?”

      She frowned, and I wondered if she wasn’t looking to make her stay as brief as possible. Even happy reunions weren’t enough to make her want to linger, it seemed. “Yeah, there is,” she said. “Hanil can get that done for you.”

      “You have your bow and belt to identify too,” I pointed out to her.

      She shrugged. “I know more or less what they do — one sets arrows on the fire, the other makes me speedy. I don’t need the nuances.”

      I shook my head but let it slide. “I don’t suppose that old druid is here, is he?”

      “Who are you calling old?” Hanil called from the room beyond.

      I chuckled, and Farelle shook her head. “I’ll be out gathering supplies,” she said. “Meet me back here in an hour.”

      “Wait! Maybe I should come with. I might want to buy some things too.”

      She shook her head. “Most are too hungover to sell anything after last night, and no one is manning their stores. Except our old geezer here, that is.”

      Well, that was lucky at least. “I guess I’ll take what I can get.”

      Farelle went out on her errands, and I equipped my usual clothing and walked up front. Hanil waited for me behind a counter, gently grinding with his mortar and pestle. “If my old ears are working,” he winked at me, “I do believe you’re after some item identification.”

      “You’ve got it.” I pulled out all the items needing it and set them on his counter. Seeing all of them, Hanil whistled. “That’s quite the bunch you’ve gathered. All from barrows?”

      “Not all,” I said uncomfortably. I wasn’t sure if the Night Sisters lair counted as a tomb or not.

      But Hanil just shook his head and smiled. “Let’s here… at a cost of 50 coins per item, six items will cost you 300 coins to identify.”

      My eyes nearly boggled. “Wait. You’re charging me?”

      He frowned. “Of course. It takes valuable resources for me to identify items. It is very draining, and uses several rare herbs.”

      I waved a hand. “Fine, fine. It just needs to happen, so I’ll pay it.”

      I pushed over the stacks to the Satyr. At least my money was going to a good man. Nodding with a satisfied smile to himself, he said, “I’ll take a little while to identify with these. Why don’t you take a walk around town while you wait?”

      Shrugging, I complied. The day was bright and sunny, a good day for traveling. The denizens of Maluwae looked less pleased about the day than I was. All were sluggard, and many openly in pain, wincing or clutching a hand to their head. Considering my resistance and vitality were low, I didn’t know how I’d come out so well myself, but was glad for it.

      Most of the Satyrs I can across were strangers, but when I saw one striding up to me, I found one who wasn’t. Sulfel, Farelle’s father, didn’t looked pleased to see me either.

      Coming in close to my face, he spoke in a low, dangerous voice, “You think you’re taking her away again?”

      “Actually, she makes that decision herself,” I said calmly. I’d already seen the measure of his anger. I wasn’t afraid of him anymore. “It’s true we have a contract for her to bring me to J’anteau, but it’s completely up to her whether or not she chooses to honor that.”

      His expression tightened angrily. “You Humans all think you’re so smart—”

      “Hey,” I cut him off. “I don’t go around saying Satyrs are all the same. I’d appreciate if you didn’t do it as well.”

      That shut him up, but only for a moment. “If you ever get her into harm’s way, I’ll find you and kill you. Understand?”

      “I don’t want her hurt either,” I said. More, I couldn’t say. Adventures were dangerous, and who knew how the rest of our journey would fare.

      Sulfel stared a moment longer, then snorted with derision and clumped away across the village green.

      I turned away myself and, hoping Hanil was done, returned to the old druid’s house.

      He wasn’t quite, and was secreted to some back room to work his rituals, so I waited the final ten or so minutes while he finished up. Finally, he came back, waddling with my items in a sling before him, which he dumped on the counter before him. “Those are quite some items you have,” he said, puffing with the exertion. “Some of them are likely quite valuable.”

      Gathering them up eagerly, I began examining their stats to see what I had:

      
        
        Hard Leather Greaves of Resistance

        Quality: Fair (12/25)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: Provides 5% resistance against poisons, reducing damage and duration.

        

      

      
        
        Journeyman’s Cloak of Insight

        Quality: Exceptional (52/100)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: Gain 5% additional experience points.

        

      

      
        
        Mithril Sword of Thirst

        Quality: Fine (32/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: Gain 3 points of mana per strike on enemy.

        

      

      
        
        Leather Boots of Grip

        Quality: Fine (38/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: +25% resistance to tripping and slipping.

        

      

      
        
        Jeweled Longsword of the Stars

        Quality: Master (181/200)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: Burn for 10 Light damage per hit. Possible bonus damage against creatures of any other element.

        

      

      
        
        Obsidian Axe of Wrath

        Quality: Exceptional (78/100)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: Gain active ability: Barbarian’s Rage. While Barbarian’s Rage is activated, you have the bonus stats of +5 strength, +3 vitality, +2 resistance, and cannot be affected by attacks on mental fortitude. However, you also have penalties of -2 dexterity, -3 belief, -5 perception, -4 intellect, and cannot succeed at acts required charisma.

        

      

      Hanil was definitely right — this was quite the haul. I’d have to think carefully about what I wanted to keep and what I wanted to sell, when it came time to do that. It also explained a few things along my journey, particularly why the poison from the bandits hadn’t debilitated me quite so badly and why I had gained small amounts of mana back in the barrow. I also liked that +5% experience boost from my cloak. It needed some mending, but it’d be well worth the cost if I could find someone to do it.

      Thanking the Satyr again, I made my goodbyes and waited for Farelle out front. A short while later, she came up, fully ready to go this time. A few of the villagers, seeing us readying ourselves, had drifted over. A few heartfelt farewells later, and one lingering embrace from her father, Farelle and I set off on the road again, bound for J’anteau. And, if I had any luck, the end of my quest.
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      According to Farelle, we were only two days out from J’anteau. Two days until I completed the quest that had first set me on this journey. The quest that had so intrigued Sheika as to help out a wet-behind-the-ears player like me. The quest that, if she was right, would allow me to figure out why she and I couldn't log off.

      My companion kept up the air of nonchalance between us, and we fell back into our usual bantering aspects. There was, however, a thrilling anticipation now, as I wondered about the sleeping arrangements for that night.

      I wasn't disappointed.

      Before hitting the sack, though, Farelle took me up on combat training once again. This time, approving of my increased strength and speed, she finally taught me a new combat skill: Spinning Blades. A move that was exactly how it sounded, it made me feel ridiculous and dizzy, but was supposed to effective when swarmed by enemies on all sides.

      The next day, we finally made it out of the swamps and began ascending towards the ever-growing mountains. By late afternoon, the tops of city towers came into view. Nervous anticipation rose up in me as I contemplated what awaited me there, especially since I thought about what Farelle might think of my task, should she find out. A quick check on our relationship showed it had progressed leaps and bounds, from Wary to Trusting. But now that we were sleeping together, I had a feeling things could dip very fast if my task of poisoning priests came to light. I remembered all too well how the Council had seen I was a servant of the Night Sisters, and though that fact had been lost in all the other excitement thankfully, I had to assume Farelle would feel similarly should she discover it. As for the relations between her goddess, Yalua, and the Naiadic goddess, Nali, I didn't know what they were like. There was too much uncertainty, and too many tricky things to balance. I'd have to walk carefully.

      But I hadn't fashioned myself a rogue for nothing. We were used to treading softly.

      A few hours walking later and the city gates came into view. As the sun was nearly set behind the mountains, the line into the city was short, so it wouldn't be a long wait. Already I was seeing things strange to me. I stared at the cart before us. It looked to be made of some giant turtle’s shell, with blunted horns erupting off the sides of it. Just as curious was the creature pulling it, an amphibious-looking, bipedal thing that was shaped like a velociraptor but had the look of a manatee. It eyed me with more wariness than predation, but I kept a close eye on it all the same.

      Soon enough, we ourselves stood before the gate, and the guards scrutinized us. I couldn't help but stare back. This was only the second time I’d seen live Naiads, and then had only been the brief encounter back in Stalburgh. Their round, wide eyes with huge, black pupils gave them a sense of looking surprised, but their faces lacked the vacant expression of fish, and contained as much nuance as any Human’s. They were shorter than both Farelle and I, but I wasn’t deceived by the diminutive stature. Beneath the smooth skin rippled muscles that told of powerful swimmers, and no doubt potent fighters. Both these guards wore silver scaled armor and helms tailored for the fins on their heads. In their hands were clutched long tridents. I wondered if it was the preferred weapon of many Naiads. It made sense for both land and water, so I could see how it would be a powerful tool for them.

      Examining their stats gave a little more information:

      
        
        Cerulean Empire Guard (Lvl 12) -  A guard of the city J’anteau. Naiads are particularly proficient with spears and tridents, and deadly when fighting in the water. “These aren’t ordinary fish out of water!”

        

      

      If I remembered correctly, it was very similar to what I’d seen the first time. But now, seeing a level wasn’t nearly as intimidating.

      “Names and business?” one of the guards said. His — it was hard to tell if he was male or not, but he looked masculine enough to roll with it — voice was higher-pitched than I’d expected, while simultaneously gravelly, and accented heavily so it was a bit hard to understand.

      “I’m Marrow, and this is Farelle,” I said, gesturing to each of us. “We’re travelers here, come to see the great city of J’anteau and tell of its—”

      “Business?” the first interrupted again.

      I was slightly put off, but I tried to wax poetic once more. “To see what wonders we may—”

      “State your business, he said!” The second guard had spoken now, but in a voice different than the first. While there was the same high pitch to it, it had been accompanied by a deep base resonance. Sacs puffed out of the Naiad’s neck as he spoke in the deep voice, so I assumed they had two vocal boxes or something.

      I hesitated, thinking fast, as Farelle seemed content to watch me fumble, a slight smile on her face. “Our business—” I hedged, then tried a different tactic. “Is there some problem, sirs?”

      “She's female,” the first guard admonished, proving I wasn't as adept at telling Naiadic sex as I’d hoped. “And you will tell me. Is there a problem with a Human entering our city when we are on the brink of war?”

      I understood then that this wouldn't be as easy a task as sneak-in, sneak-out again. With war on the horizon, Humans like myself were a serious liability. That meant if I was going to get inside, I'd have to do something drastic.

      I gave a staged sigh and reached inside my cloak. I saw both guards tense, but when all I drew out was a scroll of parchment I’d received from Mali before I left, they relaxed again. I held it up, just out of their reach. “This paper declares my allegiance to the Noble Ignobles. I had preferred to declare this to the Empress herself, but since I cannot get past the gates…” I shrugged. “I come as an emissary on their behalf, to negotiate terms.”

      The guards looked at each other. “Of course,” the first one said. “If you'll follow me, I can lead you to the palace gates.”

      As we were allowed through, I raised my brows at Farelle, and only got a curious cock of the head in return. It was clear she didn't know what l was after, which made sense since I didn't know myself. I'd just figured the only way into J’anteau was to build myself up as so important that they couldn't turn me away. I'd have one hell of a time sneaking away now, but it was better to have a shot at succeeding at all.

      The second Naiad stayed at the gate while the first led us inside and into the busy streets of J’anteau. I stared about me, feeling fully how strange of a world I'd entered. If felt as if I'd been dropped in Atlantis, but only after a colony of coral had moved in over thousands of years.

      Part of it was the materials of the buildings. Though wood and brick and stone were still the bases, there were also green strips of something that looked like seaweed covering the roofs, and shells of all shapes and sizes dominated the cityscape.

      Another part of it was the colors. Pastel pinks and blues and greens were popular, very much in contrast to the browns and grays and reds of Stalburgh. These were also used in liberal amounts, and in fascinating patterns that I recognized as distinctly of this culture.

      Then there were the shapes of the buildings. Curves and rounded corners were predominant, and towers didn't go just straight up and down, but bulged outward and every which way like they were mineral deposits that had formed naturally rather than been constructed. I couldn’t tell the functions of any buildings, nor were there decipherable signs. In some ways, I was glad for the constraint of my escort; the whole experience would have been much more overwhelming otherwise.

      Last was the populace milling its streets. There were the raptor-manatees from before all over, as well as Naiads of many sizes and hues (though again, usually shorter and slighter than myself). But there were also huge tortoises ambling down the wide main streets like Humans might lead an elephant. I knew now where the shell-cart had come from. And lining the streets, in pots and wicker baskets and hanging from strings, were fish of every size and color and smell, and in every form — from fried to mashed to rolled in seaweed like sushi. Every street was a fish market, and many of the passing Naiads partook and enjoyed.

      The new senses and sights washed over me as I stared around, dazed. Farelle smirked at me for the most part, seeming perfectly at ease in the foreign chaos. “You've been here before,” I accused her.

      “I wouldn't have been a very good navigator otherwise, would I?” She pressed close to me, lips near my ear. “But what are we doing here really, Marrow?”

      I'd been afraid she'd ask that. In the beginning, when we’d first set out from Stalburgh, I'd expected her to split when she got me to J’anteau. But here we were, and she showed no intentions of leaving. Not that I wanted her to. But how could I tell her the truth, when it might as easily drive her away?

      But she’d heard the Sheika talk of how I was part of something bigger, a game that went all the way up to the gods. Maybe if I put the Night Sisters’ task in terms of that, it might be palatable.

      But that explanation had to wait for another time. Here on the crowded and noisy streets of the Naiadic capital was hardly the place for an in-depth conversation. “I'll tell you later. I promise.”

      She frowned at that and pulled away, but at least she nodded.

      The guard escorting us made a poor tour guide, for the only times he turned around were to eye us suspiciously and make sure we were still with him. But slowly and steadily, he led us through the darkening streets towards the ever-growing palace. My discomfiture only increased as we approached. If we were granted a meeting tonight, I didn’t know what I could possibly say.

      I was still fretting when we finally arrived at the palace gates. The sun had fully set, leaving the palace to be illuminated by thousands of brilliantly glowing orbs. “Sun-pearls,” Farelle observed, wearing a radiant smile. “There's no sight quite like it.”

      I nodded agreement. That included back in my reality. Earth had some magnificent places, sure, but nothing compared to what I saw in the Everlands. For a brief moment, I wondered why I was trying to get back at all, before I promptly came back to my senses.

      The guard leading us stepped away to talk to his fellows at the gate for several minutes before coming back to us. “Weapons,” he said, holding out a hand.

      Cursing myself for not thinking to unequip them, I handed over my Mithril Sword of Thirst, my Iron Dagger of Minor Banishing, and my other knife. I still had other weapons in my inventory, which I assumed would be safe for the time being, but it hurt to let go of my usual kit.

      Once gathered from both Farelle and myself, the guard handed them off to one of the other guards and gave us scrutinizing look. “No other weapons?” he asked with evident distrust.

      I immediately shook my head, and Farelle did the same. The guard gave something like a grunt, then turned and led us through the gate.

      I felt the stares of the other sentries on us as we passed between them. “Take care of those,” I said to the guard who had taken my weapons. He didn’t react. Then we were through, the metal gate slamming shut behind us. I took a deep breath, steadying my nerves. Farelle eyed me with concern, but kept silent.

      We were led through softly lit gardens that looked as if the ocean had receded to leave them pristine and glittering with dew just moments before. I felt as if I were walking on the seafloor, complete with marine animals in all shapes and sizes in glass water tanks. One that looked like a bottom-dwelling suckerfish fixed itself on the glass and watched us until we’d passed.

      Past the gardens was the palace proper itself. Shifting tones of lavender, amber, and salmon passed across its porous surface, which resembled the texture of coral. More Naiad guards watched us from the stairs leading up to the doors, all with tridents in hand. Our guide took us up to the great stone doors, and I stared up at the huge carving on it. I had no doubt that the figure depicted there — half woman, half squid, and a little bit shark — was the Naiadic goddess Nali. She herself didn’t hold a trident as I’d expected, but a scepter that looked made of a wave more than anything else.

      At a word from our guide, the guards at the doors hauled them, and we slipped through before they boomed shut behind us. The inside of the path was similarly lit with sun-pearls, and had none of the sharp corners of the castle in Stalburgh, but was curved and smooth, like a riverbed worn by eons of flowing water. Our guard prodded us onward, along the path then up many flights of stairs.

      Many places that we passed through were bare, but when we did see people, I was surprised to see a number of humans with bent heads, quickly going about their tasks. “Slaves,” Farelle explained in a whisper, seeing my questioning look. “From the wars with Ebretin, and the other Human nations of Kalthinia.”

      I watched as one girl darted a glance at our party then scurried away. It made my stomach turn, and my quest here weigh a little easier. King Fredrick didn’t take slaves, at least that I knew of. That was one point in his favor at least.

      Finally, we arrived in a hall full of doors. “You will each be given a room,” the guard said as he stopped in front of one. His tone implied this was too great a kindness already. “When the Empress or her emissary is ready, you will be sent for.”

      The guard showed us each of our rooms, but before he left, a plan that had been forming in my mind suddenly crystallized. “Wait,” I said. “I can’t stay in my room yet.”

      Farelle gave me an odd look, while the Naiad’s was hostile. “Why not?” he asked flatly.

      “I must pay my respects to the gods.” I smiled apologetically, trying to make myself seem as humble as possible. “It’s traditional for my people to do so upon the safe conclusion of a journey.”

      The guard stared at me unblinking for a long minute. Farelle twitched in front of her own door, probably wondering what the hell I was on about.

      “Fine,” he finally said. “Follow me.” His gaze turned to Farelle. “You as well?”

      She glanced at me, but I couldn’t give her any indication without raising the guard’s suspicions. My task would become trickier if she came, but I’d have to leave it up to her. “Yes,” my companion ended up saying. “That would be welcome, thank you.”

      The Naiad didn’t show as much disdain as I thought he might. Though, if I thought about it, the Naiads seemed like a devout people. Perhaps this was as normal a act as shitting to them, and one carried out with quite a bit more respect.

      “Follow me,” the guard said, leading the way back out of the palace.

      [image: ]
* * *

      My desperate gambit paid off handsomely. It turned out the temples were all congregated in one district, which meant I could have my pick of whichever I chose, including, as my quest for the Noble Ignobles required, Nali’s place of worship. The Naiad guard, once again respectful beyond my initial expectations, stopped at the entrance to the Temple District and said he would wait for us there. It seemed trusting, but there was a little chance of us escaping: a wall surrounded the circle of temples, with the only gate in or out right where the guard posted himself. Still, I was glad for the freedom to go wherever I chose.

      The problem of Farelle’s presence took only a little more finangling. As soon as we’d left the guard at the gate and walked to the center of the district, where a platform allowed viewing of all the temples and made it easy to find the one you were searching for, she huddled close to me. “What are we doing here, Marrow? What is this all about?”

      Still loathe to lie to her after all we’d been through, I still didn’t know what else to do. Hating the words as they came from my mouth, I said, “You know how I said I was a representative for the Noble Ignobles? Well, that part is actually true.”

      The Satyr’s expression turned from disbelief to disgust. “For those merc swines? For Brandeur Three-Horned?”

      “I know, he’s not the best,” I said quickly. “But I’m here to win a war. To stop atrocities like those people we saw enslaved in the palace.”

      Farelle didn’t look as if she fully believed me, but she nodded anyway. “Okay. So what are we doing here then?”

      “I need to visit Nali’s temple,” I said. I’d thought about lying to her and saying I was visiting another one, but it’d be too easy for her to catch in me in the lie.

      One of her ears twitched. “Why?”

      “To send a message,” I said, not untruthfully. “And I’m sorry, but you can’t be there. It might scare away my contact.”

      Her brow furrowed, but she begrudgingly nodded agreement. “Fine. It will be good to pay my respects to Yalua here anyway. Her altar’s so far from its natural home.” She paused, mouth parted as if to say more, then snapped her mouth shut. “Good luck,” she finally settled on.

      “Thanks. I’ll meet you back up here as soon as I can.”

      Gnawing on her lip, the Wilder nodded, then quickly turned and started heading towards the Satyr goddess’s temple. I took a deep breath and turned towards Nali’s.

      The Naiadic goddess’s temple occupied a place further up the hill than the others at the most prominent spot of the circle, and was noticeably larger and more ornate as well. Even the palace couldn't hold a flame to it. In the oncoming twilight, the sun-pearls decorating its sides — some so massive they could have rolled over me without so much as a hiccup — shone like a Las Vegas casino. And despite the relatively late hour, there looked to be as many people milling in and out as any gambling hall, though most were quite a bit more sober, as well as looking strangely alien.

      Approaching the huge double doors, I awkwardly bumped shoulders with the Naiads there, all of them giving me strange looks as I wove my way inside. I ignored them, and as the attendants at the door didn't stop me, I pushed inside and into the main chamber.

      It was bubble-shaped, and mind-boggling massive. I craned my head back to see the top, where the faintly glowing halo of the oculus indicated where it stopped. It was as big as a skyscraper, if a small one, and the architecture was impossible. I grinned. You didn't get this back on Earth.

      Moving my way to the center, I saw a massive fountain there, with a statue of Nali spouting water into the air from her scepter, and a slew of other mythical water creatures strewn about her feet. Mermaids, sirens, and many others I didn't recognize displayed a backdrop of wet stone to the goddess. In the many pools laid out below, Naiads splashed in the water, sometimes solemnly, and other times in play.

      My throat clenched with worry. Was I supposed to poison this fountain, and sicken all these people as well as the priests? I brought up the quest prompt to check it for clues, but it was less than helpful:

      
        
        Unholy Water (Level 15) [Night Sisters] - Poison the waters of the temple of the goddess Nali in J’anteau. But don't baptize your baby with this stuff!

        Reward: 20,000 XP (+1000 XP faction bonus), an adept Black channel, increased alignment with the Night Sisters, increased alignment with the Noble Ignobles, increased allegiance to Ebretin.

         		This quest has implications for the whole of the Everlands! Proceed with caution!

        

      

      Dismissing the overlay, I pressed my lips together and thought hard about what I was to do, looking slowly around the room for inspiration. Then I saw it: on the far end of the temple, a gaggle of priests were gathered around a fountain, dipping a spoon into it and drinking from what they drew. No one other than the priests drank this water. I knew this must be where the Night Sisters intended for me to place the poison.

      Anxiety putting my stomach into a sailor’s knot, I approached the priestly fountain, wondering what exactly I was going to do. After all, if no one but the priests drank from it nor approached it, it seemed impossible to slip in poison unnoticed.

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      I froze, then slowly turned towards the voice. A Naiad dressed in the pinkish red robes of the priestly office stood near me, an embarrassed smile on his face, or as near as I could tell.

      “Hi,” I said awkwardly, all advantage of charisma fleeing in the face of sheer terror. I'd been caught, I was sure of it.

      “Are you new to the temple?” the Naiad asked. “Not to be rude, but — we don't get many Human visitors, much less supplicants.” He smiled again with a tilt of his head.

      “Oh, uh, yes I am, good priest,” I said. “A visitor, that is.” He wasn't taking me hostage; he was proselytizing, or at the very least being a good tour guide.

      “I am not a priest, but an acolyte,” the Naiad quickly correctly me. He seemed to say it too quickly, too sharply. I wondered if it was a trace of bitterness at his station. “But welcome to Temple Nali of J’anteau,” he followed up. “I hope you find whatever peace you've been seeking here in these waters.”

      “Thank you,” I said, gears turning in my mind. I now had an advantage of a contact to work with, even if it was a tenuous one. Perhaps during our tour we could wind around to the priestly fountain, and I could cause some distraction to slip my vial in.

      My mind made up, I said, “Would it be too much to ask for a brief tour of this place? I'm afraid I've only just arrived in the city.”

      “You came here straightaway? I'm pleased to hear it. Yes, of course I can comply.” The Naiad acolyte bobbed his head a little too vigorously, the overdramatize catching a note of falseness. “Now, if you'll follow me…”

      The young acolyte took me not only through the temple, but through a lengthy overview of the religion around Nali, which had an unpronounceable name of clicks and S's. I listened as best as I could, but my eyes kept wandering over to the priestly fountain, and my thoughts to my dark task. I wondered again how Farelle would react if she ever found out, and if our companionship —friendship, or whatever you wanted to call it — was strong enough to endure it now.

      It looked like the young Naiad was going to give the priestly fountain a wide berth, so I moved to intervene. “I'm actually quite thirsty,” I said, pointing to it. “Can I get a drink from over there? I noticed all your fellow priests drink there.”

      The acolyte’s eyes widened when he saw where I was indicating, then he gave a short laugh. “Oh, you can't drink that water. Only priests of Nali drink from that fountain.” This time, I could tell the bitterness really was there, from the way he said priests.

      “Oh,” I said, feigning disappointment. “Why not? What makes that fountain special?”

      The Naiad shrugged. “Tradition. It must be followed, after all.”

      I pushed the chink in his armor. “Ah, so there's nothing blessed about the water or anything?”

      He shifted uncomfortably. “I didn't say that,” he hedged.

      “You did imply it though.”

      The acolyte shook his head in denial. “In any case, it's not done.” He crossed his arms, and I could feel my chance slipping away as his annoyance shifted to me. “Would you like to hear more, or have you had enough of a tour?”

      I wouldn't get through to him by natural means. The only way forward was by unnatural ones.

      Summoning the spell to mind, I cast Invigorate on the hapless acolyte, concentrating on his feelings of doubt and rebelliousness. As soon as I'd begun, the Naiad’s black orbs of eyes widened further, then narrowed. I watched him carefully, uncertain of whether or not I'd succeeded.

      The acolyte suddenly leaned forward, and I flinched back, ready for an attack. But all he said was, “It's all a sham, isn't it? The gods, religion, holiness — just a big show for the people.”

      A smile spread across my face. I was in. “Absolutely,” I said. “And we’re going to bring it all crashing down.”
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* * *

      With the acolyte under my sway, it was a simple enough matter to have him deliver the sickening agent to the source of the priestly fountain as an act of his rebellious “enlightenment.” Knowing the spell had a 5 minute limit, I wished him luck in his future heathen life, then hurried out of the temple. I saw the notification had come in for the quest completion, and though I grinned to see it, I didn't check it yet. I had to make sure I got away first.

      By the time I reached the platform in the middle of the Temple District, Farelle was already waiting for me. “What took you so long?” she demanded.

      “Sorry,” I said, slightly out of breath from my speed walk. “I got caught up for a bit with an enthusiastic acolyte.”

      It was only then that it occurred to me how easy it would be for my plans to unravel. Every Naiad in the temple had seen me, very nearly the only Human there, enter and pair up with the acolyte. Once it came out that priests were becoming sick, it only took a connection to the acolyte for me to become implicated. And then there was the possibility that the acolyte himself confessed to what he'd done. No doubt he’d give me up in the process. There were many more ways this could go wrong than right, and my nerves wrangled going over the list of possibilities.

      “Oh,” my companion said, watching me carefully. I struggled to hide my anxiety, even though I knew I was doing a poor job of it. “Well,” she said after a long moment, “we shouldn't keep that guard waiting. He’ll probably start to wonder soon and—”

      Suddenly, it all became too much, and I interrupted Farelle by grabbing her arm and leaning in close. “We have to get out of here,” I hissed.

      “What? Why?” Her eyes moved around furtively. “Are we in danger?”

      My stomach sickened. So soon after I'd gotten her cursed by a barrow prince, I'd put her in danger again. Even though this was a game, it sure as hell felt real, and I knew I'd feel her death just as keenly as anyone back home if I lost her. “Yes,” I confessed. “I'm sorry, I’ll explain when we’re safe, but we have to go now.”

      “Oh, you'll explain later again?” Her face was a mask of anger. “I seem to remember hearing that one before.”

      “Farelle—”

      She turned away from me. “We’re going back to the guard, then back to the palace, because we have no choice. There's no escape now, Marrow, get it? Whatever you just did, you'll have to face the consequences.” She started down the steps, not looking back to see if I'd follow.

      I looked around again, then sighed. What else could I do? Make a daring break for it and quickly get cut down? But I wasn't keen on losing my stuff, or giving up on Farelle just yet. Maybe an opportunity to fix things would come up. It always had before.

      I started down the stairs after her, towards the gate and the waiting guard.
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      The Naiad guard, stoic as ever, escorted us promptly back to our rooms. Before my companion turned into her room, Farelle looked back at me. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking behind her mask of scrutiny, but I could guess I wasn’t coming out favorably. I tried on a smile, but at the first glimpse of it, Farelle disappeared into her room.

      “No more excursions until your meeting with the Empress’ emissary,” the guard informed, or rather commanded, me. “Your meals will be delivered to your room, and you will be fetched when we are ready for you.”

      “How about visiting the market?” I asked without any hope.

      The guard just turned away.

      Hoping this wasn’t how they treated every emissary, I sarcastically thanked him and closed the door. My room was simple but comfortable enough. But though I lay down on the bed, I couldn’t relax. No opportunity to get away had presented itself, so here I was, waiting for the executioner to knock.

      I frowned to myself. I wasn’t about to just give in. I sat up and rose to my feet again, pacing. Slowly, plans began to form. I needed to find a way out before I was summoned, or carve my own way out. And whatever it was, I needed to take Farelle with me. No doubt the Cerulean Empire would try and implicate her in my plots.

      Looking around the room again, I found no window, no vent, nor any other easy escape. In fact, I doubted it would pass a building inspection on grounds of ventilation alone. That meant going out the door. I equipped my felt boots, figuring some sneaking would be in order, and also equipped my dull iron knives. I needed some better ones, particularly since my serviceable knives had been taken away, but it would have to wait.

      Just as I went to double-check that my mana and spirit meters, I remembered the waiting message for me. Pulling it up, I glanced it over:

      
        
        You’ve completed Unholy Water! +20,000 XP (+1000 XP faction bonus), increased alignment with the Night Sisters, increased alignment with the Noble Ignobles, increased allegiance to Ebretin.

        

      

      After I checked it, another two messages popped up:

      
        
        You are now Level 8! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

        

      

      
        
        You are now Level 9! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

        

      

      My jaw nearly dropped. I’d advanced not only another level, but two? I shouldn’t have been quite so surprised, though. From the way Sheika had described this quest, it was a once in a lifetime opportunity. And I had gained 20k XP.

      Knowing what attributes I invested in here could mean the difference between a successful escape and a horribly botched one, I pulled up my stats for a close look:

      



  





        .
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There was only one expected thing on there now — I had somehow acquired a faction alignment with Maluwae. I wouldn’t protest that.

      But other plans were spinning in my mind. I began doling out my accumulated points. For what I had in mind, spirit was going to be critical, so I put all 20 SP into the meter. I also put two AP into belief to increase my effectiveness and reduce my spirit drain. From there, roguish skills looked to be useful, so I added two points each to dexterity and perception, and 1 to agility. For my last point, I invested in strength, not wanting it to lag too far behind for reasons of damage output and what combat skills I’d be capable of learning. Besides, I still had a bit of macho pride to look after.

      Feeling a bit easier about my upcoming task with my padded stats, I slunk up to the door, nearly silent with my felt boots on. Pressing my ear to the door, I listened for any sounds from the hall, but heard nothing. I knew I should probably wait a bit, but with the prospect of someone connecting the dots weighing on me every second, I knew I couldn’t hold out any longer. I spun one of my daggers in my hand, the knife trick making me feel a bit more confident, then pulled on the door.

      Locked. Apparently, raising up your perception didn’t make up for sheer idiocy.

      Muttering insults, I peered through the keyhole, but I knew it was hopeless. I hadn’t tried out lockpicking yet, nor had I done any in real life, so I would be fumbling my way through it. Besides, now that I’d tried opening the door, whatever guards were on the other side would know I was up to something. No time to let them mobilize.

      Taking a deep breath and glad all my meters were full again, I held out a hand and cast Magic Missiles at the lock. The light projectiles slammed into the metal and each one sputtered against it, deforming a little more, until it finally twisted away and the door popped open. Moving forward, I pulled it open and leaped out into the hall, abandoning all hopes for subtlety.

      A Naiad guard, who’d been stationed next to the door, immediately spun towards me with his trident leveled. “Hey! What are you—?”

      I channeled Basilisk’s Gaze and met his eyes, and grinned with satisfaction as he stiffened in place. Hearing a second guard behind me, I spun and barely dodged the main thrust of the Naiad’s trident, though he did graze my arm for a minor loss of health. I tried meeting his eyes, but he was experienced enough to know better and stared at my chest as he went for another thrust. My dexterity going to work, I deftly parried the attack, my dagger slipping between the tines and twisting it out of the way. The Naiad, surprised, briefly met my eyes, and stiffened as he took his own dose of Basilisk.

      Ceasing the channel, I briefly debated what to do with my two temporary statues, then sighed and slit their throats. They had seconds left before the state wore off, and I couldn’t risk fighting them again or having them run off and tell someone, even if this would now make the consequences of getting caught all the worse. Palming one of the guard’s pockets, I pocketed the few coins as well as came away with the more important of the prizes: a ring of keys. Rising, I went to Farelle’s door and began trying them out on the lock.

      After trying eight of them, the ninth worked. But just as the latch sprang open, I heard footsteps approaching from down the hall. I threw open the door to see a crouching Farelle with her bow leveled at me. “Hey, hey!” I said, putting my hands up. “It’s just me.”

      She didn’t lower it. “I heard fighting. Did you kill those guards?”

      I noticed she wasn’t steady on her hooves, and the bow swayed as she strained to hold it taut. She’d been drinking more heavily than usual. “Yes,” I said. “Now come on. More are coming, and we’ve got to get out of here.”

      My companion hesitated a moment, then finally lowered the bow, though I suspected it had more to do with getting tired than trusting me. She didn’t move towards me. “You did something,” she said. “Back at Nali’s temple.” The statement was clearly a question.

      I hesitated. “Yes. Something you would think is bad. But if you let me explain, I can—”

      She shook her head, still not moving forward. “I gave you the chance to explain. So many chances. I’m getting tired of it.” She swayed in place.

      “Farelle,” I said, unable to help the sharp edge of impatience from creeping into my words, “you can beat me up all you want later, but we have to go. Now.”

      She shook her head, still refusing to budge, but I knew it was too late anyway. The footsteps were almost on us. It was time to fight. Switching my dagger to my left hand and equipping my Jeweled Longword of the Stars in my right, I turned into the hall to face my latest assailants.

      I nearly dropped my weapons at seeing who led them. “Sheika?” I said incredulously.

      The feline player was backed by a drove of at least a dozen Cerulean soldiers. She nodded as she looked at me. “Yup, that's him.”

      I backed up as the soldiers edged towards me. I could catch some of them with Basilisk's Gaze, but no doubt they'd overwhelm me before I could get them on. Unless… was Sheika on my side, and merely masquerading to come save me? But it didn’t make sense that she’d bring the guards if so. “Sheika,” I said, not caring if I was somehow implicating her, “what are you—?”

      I cut off as she winked at me, then blew me a kiss. At least, I thought she blew me a kiss, until my eyelids started to droop and the whole world started going fuzzy. “Huh? Did you just—?” I managed to slur before I hit the floor and everything fell to black.
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* * *

      I awoke to hard, cold stone beneath me, and a sticky wetness on the side of my head. Groaning, I sat up and touched the wet spot in my hair. Definitely blood, if the tenderness of the wound said anything. I could barely see it on my fingertips as I held my hand in front of my eyes; the faint blue glow from a few sun-pearls in the ceiling above were all the light in the place.

      I jumped when someone else moved in the twilight. “You're awake,” the person said, and I recognized Farelle's voice, miserable and bitter.

      I sat up. “I'm sorry,” I said softly.

      “I don't want to hear it,”

      Feeling woozy and shivering with the cold of what I assumed was a dungeon, I wasn't exactly in a talkative mood either. But I had to know what had happened. “Sheika knocked me unconscious.”

      My eyes were adjusting to the darkness, so I saw Farelle's nod in the blue gloom. “They came for me once you fell. I didn't fight them.” I saw her eyes looking at me, two glittering orbs in the darkness. “I'm not dying for your sins.”

      “No, you're not,” I agreed, though how I'd keep that promise now was beyond me. I didn't have the slightest clue as to what was going on now, so I started processing out loud. “I thought Sheika wanted my quest to succeed.”

      “Your quest to kill Nali priests?” Farelle said in a dead voice.

      I stiffened. “What? No! Just to sicken them.”

      She began to chuckle, the sound bitter as old coffee. “Quite the illness then. None of them are rising from their sick beds. Their death beds, now.”

      An uneasy feeling was creeping up my spine. The Night Sisters had told me that the agent would sicken the priests, but I had no reason to believe the immortals would be so incompetent as to kill instead of sicken. There was no other conclusion: they'd lied to me.

      And then there was Sheika. Sheika, who had told me there was a greater game at play here, and I was a pawn in it. It was only just sinking in what that had meant.

      You didn't keep pawns around; by definition, they weren't vital. When the move called for it, you sacrificed the small pieces.

      My thoughts went further and further afield. Had Brandeur planned my sacrifice? Duke Rodalt? King Fredrick himself? But no — even if they'd known, this was the Pantheon’s chessboard. The gods were the players I needed to know.

      I'd begun putting the players on each side once, but now that was all scrambled. Whose side could I be on, when one wanted me dead, and the other was willing to sacrifice me on a whim? I had no side in this game. My goal was different. I had to survive.

      But exactly how I was going to do that now was beyond me.

      “You're not going to say anything?” Farelle snorted, but there was something deeper than derision there now. “You don't even care.”

      I realized I’d been silent for a long time. “I do care, Farelle, I do. I just… I got caught up thinking this through. None of this is making sense the way I thought it did. I wasn't doing what I thought I was doing, and now I'm wondering if I'm not on the wrong side of things after all.”

      “You were doing the bidding of the Night Sisters,” my Companion said. “How could you ever have been on the right side?”

      I didn't know how she'd learned that — perhaps Sheika had told her, to increase my torment. That was the betrayal that stung the most. I had thought that at least Sheika would have my best interests at heart. But apparently, she'd only saved me twice only so I could complete this mission.

      “You're right,” I said simply. Nothing more needed to be said. We both fell silent.

      I debated my options as we sat there in the near darkness. My equipped items as well as my inventory had been stripped from me somehow — I didn't know how that worked. But I still had my spells and channels, which were my greatest assets anyway. I could probably break us out of our jail here. But then what? Fight our way out of a city full of Naiads? Even if I used the Ghost Ring to summon an army of Specters — however that was supposed to happen — I wasn't sure even that would be enough. Besides, I needed to grab my items before I left. I'd spent too long collecting all that stuff to leave it behind now.

      I hadn't come to a decision still when the sound of an iron gate grating open echoed through the dungeon. Fearing time was up for us, I rose to my feet, jaw clenched against the throbbing in my head, and prepared to throw everything I had at whoever came for us. But when I saw yellow eyes gleaming out of the darkness, even though there were guards behind her, I waited.

      The Naiads, holding odd torches that had sun-pearls on the end instead of flames, opened up the door to our cell, and I braced myself once again. But I was surprised to find that instead of taking Farelle and myself out, they threw Sheika in with us, then locked up behind. I stared at those feline eyes as the sound of the guards faded away.

      Sheika grinned mischievously at me, sharp teeth showing. “Sorry about all this.”

      “Sorry? Sorry?!” I took a step towards her, the act not quite as menacing as I'd hoped. “Why did you turn me in? And make me faint? What the hell is this all about anyway?”

      She held up her hands. “Hold on, Marrow. I'll explain.” She paused. “Congratulations on reaching level 9 by the way. That's got to be the fastest anyone has advanced.”

      I ignored her praise, as well as Farelle's confused expression. “You're not worming your way out of it this time. Clearly.” I gestured to the bars. “So how about you start talking.”

      She raised an eyebrow, but nodded in acquiescence. “Okay. I can tell you. But honestly, we won't have to wait long for you to see everything yourself.” She grinned again, and I could see she was genuinely, incomprehensibly, insanely excited. “The Valyn are coming for us.”

      I stared at her, then at Farelle. The Satyr’s confused expression matched my own. “The sky elves?” I asked skeptically, sure I'd misheard her.

      But she nodded. “The very ones. I'm sure you already knew, but they're not just a myth. And they're coming to get us.”

      “Why?” I asked, my incredulity only increasing. “What would make them show themselves now?”

      Sheika winked at me again. “You, of course.”
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      Sheika was right; we didn't wait long. It was only an hour before the metal gate grated open again and footsteps came echoing down the dark corridors. I expected it to be the Valyn themselves, but they were only Naiad guards, come to fetch us for our next captors.

      As they escorted us back up into the palace proper, I thought over everything Sheika had told me in the past hour. Though she'd promised me an explanation, her statements remained nearly as enigmatic as before. Still, I knew at least somewhat where things stood.

      “You,” she’d said as we sat cross-legged on the cell floor, “are being used to provoke a war.”

      “I thought I was trying to win one before it started.”

      She shook her head. “The war was always going to happen. It's just that King Fredrick and his compatriots wanted an advantage. So instead of just sickening Nali’s priests, they wanted them dead, to provoke the Sea Empress into attacking.”

      That made sense. I wished I'd seen it before. “Okay. And since I was a new recruit, the Noble Ignobles really didn't care if I survived or not.”

      She nodded. “Exactly. But that's just the window dressing. The more important game is beneath that.”

      “The game of the gods.”

      Sheika winked at me. “You're a quick study. Yes. The Night Sisters also wished to issue a provocation, to Nali herself. Because yes, as you might have also guessed, the Pantheon of gods and goddesses exists as well, and rules over the lands in very direct ways.”

      I tried pulling this all apart, which was made all the more difficult by the throbbing wound on my head. “Why were the Night Sisters provoking Nali? Just because that's what they do?”

      Sheika shook her head. “Not just. There are two opposing sides in the war of the gods now. Everyone has been forced to choose where they stand.”

      She'd mentioned this before, but I still didn't understand. “But what are they fighting for?”

      Sheika’s yellow eyes bore holes into me. “Absalom.”

      I wasn't sure I'd heard her right. “Absalom?”

      “I won’t be able to explain this fully, but Absalom — he's the newest god to the Pantheon. And apparently, some want to protect him, while others wish to do him harm.” Sheika shrugged. “I don't know why. That's exactly what I want to find out.”

      I let that slide, since she didn't know herself. But there was still one piece of the puzzle missing. “Okay. So why did you turn me in for the poisoning? You did turn me in, right?”

      The feline avatar nodded. “I did. And I also helped you along the way, to help you do this task, just so I could turn you in.”

      I might have been angry, except for one thing. “But you turned yourself in too. I can't see how that would advantage you.”

      She grinned mysteriously. “But I’ve already told you the answer.”

      I took a stab in the dark. “You wanted the sky elves to take you as well as me.” And as well as Farelle — I glanced over at my silent companion in the corner.

      “Right again. If I'm correct, the sky elves know where Absalom is, and can reach him. And yes, we can actually find gods,” she said, heading off my question. “You've already met the Night Sisters. They're all scattered throughout the Everlands kind of like that, except, I think, during momentous occasions.”

      I had to chew on that for a moment. It was starting to all make sense though. “Alright,” I said begrudgingly. “I guess you didn't betray me, even if you did use me.”

      She patted my leg. “Only for your own good. Because Absalom has everything to do with us not being able to log off.”

      I sat up straighter at that. “What? How?”

      Sheika’s eyes bore holes into me. “For me, it’s pretty straightforward. I’ve been poking around business that I shouldn’t. But for you… You've been in the game of the gods since you first logged in. For some reason, they each chose you to try and use as their pawn. Perhaps it was random.” She smiled her sharp-toothed smile. “Perhaps it was fate.”

      I snorted, even though I did wonder. Why had this happened to me? Could it really just be random? But of course, people made the mistake of thinking random things were fate all the time. Just because I wanted something to be pre-ordained to make me feel special didn't mean it was. We were talking about a world procedurally generated by AIs. You didn't get a more random set-up than that.

      Though, actually, now that I thought about it, maybe it was the opposite. You didn't get a more intentional world than that. That was the draw of the Everlands after all, wasn't it? That everything had meaning, and ramifications, and purpose.

      And somehow, I'd ended up with the greatest purpose of all.
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* * *

      The guards brought us up to the highest tower of the palace, but even that wasn't high enough. “Move,” one of the stoic guards said, pushing me towards the balcony.

      I wondered if they were going to push us off instead of deliver us to the mysterious elven race, but considering this was the only way to get where Sheika said we needed to go, I decided to comply. Standing out on the balcony, cold wind whipped against my face, and I stared out over the city laid out below us. The mountains embraced J’anteau, leaning in on either side, like overprotective sisters. Beyond that, the alternating marshes and forests could be seen, the haze of the miles quickly swallowing the end of them. There were worse views to die from.

      Sheika and Farelle were shoved to either side of me. My Satyr companion wouldn’t meet my eyes, and had barely talked since Sheika had arrived at our cell. I worried my lies had driven an impossible wedge between us, but I held out hope that we could mend things. Sheika, on the other hand, was in an unjustifiably good mood. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” she observed, nodding at the landscape spread out before us.

      I raised an eyebrow at her. “You’re awfully cheerful.”

      Her expression went sober. “Marrow, you don’t know how long I’ve been on this. Almost since I started in the Everlands, I’ve suspected there was something bubbling beneath the surface. To be coming so near the answers…” She shook her head and closed her eyes, a small smile curling her lips. “It’s a dream come true.”

      We were suddenly shoved from behind so that we stumbled into the railing. Thankfully, it wasn’t as flimsy as it looked. “Silence,” barked one Naiad guard behind us.

      I shared a look with Sheika, and she shrugged. We both kept our lips sealed.

      We didn’t have to wait long, and not for a sudden death at the end of a long fall. I first heard it, then craned my head up and squinted. Descending from the sky was a golden speck, buzzing almost like a hummingbird. But as it came closer, I saw it was much larger than that, more like the size of a helicopter, with two sets of flapping wings at the tail and one at the prow. It almost looked like some sort of steampunk flying machine, except the wings weren’t metal — they looked as real as a bird’s with feathers and bones and muscle. The vehicle wasn’t empty, either. A pilot, wearing a sort of glass helmet, was at the front of the flying device, staring down at us as his ship came level with the balcony. I couldn’t see many features on him, but I could see the silver wings folded up along his back. I was seeing my first sky elf.

      Sheika looked like a girl getting ice cream as she grinned a wide feline smile at me. Farelle’s eyes were wide, but she looked scared and awed more than excited. My own jaw was slack as I studied the ship and its pilot.

      The wonderment was shattered when the guards shoved us again. “Move!” one of them shouted over the humming of the wings.

      I wondered how exactly we were supposed to move to it when a flexible ramp unrolled from the machine’s side like a long tongue. Farelle was made to step on it first, then Sheika. I was loaded last. My heart was in my throat as I crossed the narrow landing to the ship, all too aware of the wings buzzing just above me, and the long drop below. But I made it to the ship, where two other sky elves in sleek armor were waiting to haul me in and put me down on a bench. Farelle and Sheika were already seated on the curved bench in the rear of the ship, and the Valyn guards shoved me next to them.

      Then something like glass, but as malleable as water, began to form over us, almost like a force field from Star Wars. I couldn’t have been any more thrilled to be a captive as I watched it seal us against the noise and cold, rushing air. When it had finished, the flying ship lurched, and the balcony moved away, then the mountain peaks. We were rising, rising, rising into the sky.

      One of the Valyn guards apparently didn’t like my grin, for he reached over and cuffed me on the ear. “Do not smile,” he said with a heavy accent. “You will know pain.”

      The smile slipped from my face. The sky elves were a beautiful people, if these three with us were any indication. Between the silky feathers on their wings, to the gold and silver hues of their skin, to the striking colors of their eyes, which were all bright violets and blues. But beauty didn’t translate to not being a dick, and I could tell that held true here.

      I tried catching Farelle’s eyes, but she stared out the bubble and into the passing clouds and golden sky. Sheika, when I glanced at her, just shrugged. So I settled into my seat, letting my head fall back, and watched the sky unfold above me. Eventually, my eyelids started to droop, and I drifted off into dreams.

      I dreamed I was back on Earth, in my own bed, scheming up ways to get into the Everlands. I had lain there countless hours, both thinking and trolling the web for ideas, before I landed on the idea for infiltrating the VR parlor. Then, I’d had only an inkling of what it would be like to come here. It was strange that now I was here in the game, I dreamed of the mundanity of Earth. I didn’t mind it, though. They were nice memories, made nicer by circumstances not allowing me to return.

      Though even with the rose-tinted glasses of memory on, I didn’t fool myself into thinking my life had been exciting. It was nothing like what I experienced here. Back home, I was kind of a loser, even if I had friends and didn’t get picked on or anything. It wasn’t a bad life; it was just ordinary, normal. But I was supposed to want normal. And part of me did, and enjoyed being comfortable.

      But, half-asleep, another part of me wondered that if I couldn’t ever log off, if I had to stay here, if that would really be so bad.
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* * *

      I was shaken awake. Disoriented, it took me a moment to focus on the face leaning down in front of me. Too long, apparently — a slap from the sky elf guard woke me quick enough.

      “Wake,” he said. It was the same one as had spoken before. He had a thin face with a sharp chin, almost bird-like with its petiteness, and pale skin that was almost luminescent. But though his features were fair, his smile was angry and malevolent.

      “I’m awake,” I muttered, sitting up straighter and looking to my fellow captives. Sheika looked alert already, and was watching me with her steady yellow gaze, while Farelle seemed to have received a rough awakening like I had.

      Then I looked up, and I gasped.

      Though it was now night, there was enough silver moonlight to see that looming out of the misty sky was a dark, monolithic shape. An impossible island, unmoored from the land below. We’d reached the homeland of the Valyn.

      The guard’s wicked smile grew wider. “Welcome to hell,” he said. And though his laugh was pleasing as bells, it sent a spike of fear through me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By the bare luminescence of the moonlight, the guard pointed out where we were going to land. We’d risen above the main portions of the island — or islands, as I began to make out of the gloom — and looked down on our destination. “The Citadel,” he announced with unsuppressed glee.

      I couldn’t see much of it, but I saw enough to know it was large and ominous. I shared a look with Sheika. It wasn’t exactly a name usually associated with good things.

      Our flying ship descended towards the Citadel, and soon after, we were falling below the many pointed towers, looking so sharp I wondered nervously if they were intended to gore unruly prisoners. I could see my evil captor having all too much fun throwing my body out to try and hit one of the spires, like a sick game of target practice.

      But he didn’t try it today, and the ship soon landed, to my relief. Though I probably shouldn’t have been relieved yet — there was still that promise of pain to consider.

      The guards hauled us to our feet. As the bubble above us disintegrated, a severe cold pressed in. I gasped with the sudden force of it, as hard as a hammer blow to my chest. Farelle similarly curled into herself, but Sheika took it in stride, her stance tall and haughty. I could tell from the look of the guards they didn’t like that, but strangely, they didn’t try and beat her into submission, but took her by the arm and escorted her in. I wondered if it was a high level of charisma or what. Whatever it was, I wanted a piece of that as soon as I could.

      Only the two guards went with us, and as soon as we’d stepped off the flying ship, the pilot saluted to his fellows and took off, becoming a distant hummingbird again as he headed towards the looming silhouette of the main island. But though there were three of us to the two sky elves, we all had manacled wrists, and were unarmed. Our possessions, I trusted, were in the two bags carried by one of the guards. He carried them easily, even though they must have weighed a ton each just from Farelle’s and my gear, not to mention Sheika’s. Perhaps they were enchanted to reduce weight.

      Three more guards came from within the dark cavity leading into the Citadel, squashing any chance of our rebelling. The one in front snapped, “This way,” and turned on her heel. I noticed she had metallic wings rising off her pauldrons, and her armor seemed slightly more ornate than the others. She had to be a captain[ She’s the final person they encounter when trying to escape here.] or someone of authority around here.

      The other guards not carrying the bags each seized one of us captives, and they followed after their captain. I swallowed as we entered the darkness, but was relieved at least to be out of the blustering cold. It wasn’t exactly warm within the dark stone halls, but at least wind wasn’t cutting through my clothes.

      It didn’t have the stagnant smell I expected of a dungeon, and I soon saw why. Cell after cell was empty, their barred doors hanging slightly ajar. Had they expected to need more space, or had recent vacancies opened up? Either way made my stomach turn with anxiety.

      I received at least a partial answer when we ascended a flight of stairs and turned down another hall. Here were the smells I’d expected, of filthy bodies and their waste. I could almost taste the hopelessness and despair on the air. The guards shoved us forward, all three of us — Sheika included — suddenly resistant to go forward. “Now you see,” hissed the guard holding me, the same as had antagonized me. My lips curled into a snarl, but I remained silent.

      The people in the cells, who seemed to be of all sizes and every race, rushed to the bars. “Mercy!” one Devalyn woman pleaded. “Please, mercy!” The nearest guard drew a slender rod and casually slapped the arm extending through the bars. The autumn elf cried out and drew back, but her eyes watched us the whole time we passed.

      We came near the end of the hall, and just as I was hoping we’d keep going past it, we stopped in front of the last cell, which appeared to be empty. But when the guards cautiously opened the door, their weapons all at the ready, I saw I’d overlooked a hunched over figure in the corner, only the dirty feet visible from the mounted torches. “Do not move,” the guard opening the door warned, then motioned urgently for us to step inside. My guard shoved me and sent me sprawling to the dirty dungeon floor. I heard the clutter of Farelle’s hooves stumbling in behind me, and of course heard nothing from Sheika. Then the barred door squealed shut.

      I rose to my knees and turned back as the sky elves began to depart. “Fare you well,” the cruel guard said with a mocking smile. “You will need it.” He turned away, his wings fluttering behind him, and joined his fellow jailers.

      I bristled at being dismissed so easily, but a more immediate concern came to mind. Both Farelle and Sheika were staring at the far corner, and remembering the figure I’d seen there, I quickly looked as well. Now that my eyes were adjusting, I realized how massive the man slouched there was. It was hard to tell, but I guessed he’d be over 7 feet tall if he stood up straight, and he easily weighed over 300 pounds. For a moment, I flirted with the idea of provoking the man to attack me, so that by death at least I could escape this place. I pushed it from my thoughts, though I kept it in mind as a last resort.

      Farelle, shivering with her arms wrapped around her, looked as if sharing a cell with this giant of a man was the last straw. Sheika, however, smiled as she stared at the man. “Here almost by fate,” she said, making no sense that I could tell.

      But she went on. “It’s a been a while since you called for help.”

      I saw the shape in the corner shift. “They won’t let me out,” a low mutter came.

      “No, they won’t.” Sheika stepped closer, then crouched before him. “But together, we’ll get out all the same.”

      The man shook his head. “Impossible. You think I haven’t tried?”

      “Of course you have,” Sheika said, her voice soft and soothing. “But you didn’t have me.” She glanced at me, an unreadable look in her eyes. “You didn’t have us.”

      A rumbling came from the corner. It took me a moment to understand the low, bitter sounds were a broken man’s laughter. “Misery loves company,” he mocked.

      Sheika stood. “You don’t believe me yet. But soon you will, Gorget.”

      The man stirred further at that. “Gorget,” he mumbled. “How long has it been since someone called me by name?”

      “Too long,” Sheika confirmed. She looked at me. “Marrow, meet the man who alerted us to this whole plot of the gods. The very man who is going to help us get to the bottom of it.” Her gleaming eyes were hard and determined. “Who will help us find Absalom.”
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      As soon as Sheika spoke those last words, an overlay popped up. To my surprise, it was a quest notification:

      
        
        New Quest: Absalom’s Fate (Level ???). A god-child is upsetting the balance among the divinities in the Everlands, leading to several players becoming trapped. Find Absalom and set things right. “What can go wrong when you play the game of the gods?”

        Reward: ??? (But probably some cool stuff)

        

      

      I stared at it. Who sent these? And why were there question marks for the level needed and the reward given? Though with the game moderated and innovated by AI gods, perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised to see the game could spin up quests on the fly. It gave the game a whole different feel. Here in the Everlands, in opposition to old-fashioned MMORPGs, there were no predetermined fates. Anything could happen.

      Including, unfortunately, all of us being trapped here forever. In this dungeon. In a fortress floating the sky. The guard had been right. This was our hell.

      To make matters worse, our noble leader, who had strung me along through all of this, had a haphazard plan for our escape and for finding Absalom. Which was to say, she didn’t have a plan at all.

      As the other three of us started protesting to Sheika, she held up her hands. “Guys, guys! And lady,” she said with a respectful nod to Farelle. “I promise, we can get out of this. But first, we’ve got to party up.”

      I nodded, and a few moments later, a message popped up:

      
        
        Player Sheika wishes to join parties with you! Do you accept?

        

      

      “Yes,” I said aloud, even though I was pretty sure just thinking it would get the job done. A moment later, another message followed:

      
        
        You’ve joined parties with Player Sheika and Player Gorget! Unlike NPC companions, player parties do not have conditions, and may be broken or formed at any time. You may now view the full stats of all members of your party.

        

      

      I decided that might not be such a bad idea, considering we would have our fair share of trials to overcome together. But as I brought up each of their stats, my eyes nearly bobbed out of my head. There was too much damn information to take in! The spells, the skills, the combat skills, the channels… The lists were so long I couldn’t wrap my head around it. Shaking my head, I focused on the top of the list for each of them:
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      “Okay, we’re partied up,” I said. “Now what?”

      “Look,” Sheika said, drawing up straight, “I’m the first level 34 to get trapped up here. You really think they’re going to be able to keep me locked up?”

      I pointed at Gorget, who still hadn’t risen from his soiled corner. “He’s level 31. You really think three levels are going to make a difference?”

      Sheika shrugged. “We also have you.”

      “Great,” I said sarcastically. “A level 9 with a companion level…” I paused and glanced at Farelle, realizing I hadn’t been keeping track of her level. Concentrating, I pulled up her stats:
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“Nice job,” I said to her. “Level 11. You’re progressing nicely.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Have you all gone mad already? Level this, level that. What the hell are you talking about?”

      I’d almost forgotten that Farelle was a NPC, even when I’d just seen her stats. And if her stats advanced without her being aware of it, it must have meant NPCs got automatic progression. That was good to know. “Ah. Right. We’ll explain later.”

      Her eyes flashed with anger, and she turned her head aside. I noticed her hands were shaking, even though she’d closed them under her armpits. I didn’t think it was just for warmth. How long had it been since she’d had a drink? I was surprised how much more determined I felt to get out of the Citadel, and quickly.

      Sheika cleared her throat. “Anyway. It is significant that we have you, Marrow. For whatever reason, you’re the crux of this whole thing. Gorget might be the map to Absalom, but you’re the key.”

      I didn’t know about that. It was true; my journey had been extraordinary and awesome. But being the key to this quest, when it involved defying gods? It was a bit much.

      “Well, you can have all the faith you want, but we need an actual plan,” I said. “Gorget, you’ve been here a while, yeah?”

      The big man looked up with hallowed eyes. “A very long while, yes.”

      I swallowed. I couldn’t help but wonder if we’d all end up like him. I shook the dismal thoughts from my mind and pressed on. “Do you know anything of the Citadel’s schematics? Like where the guardrooms are, or where they keep those flying machines?”

      “Sun-fliers.”

      “What?”

      “The ships. They’re called sun-fliers,” Gorget clarified.

      “Oh. Okay.” I paused. “And do you know where they’re docked?”

      He shook his head.

      I pressed my lips together. This wasn’t going to be easy. Obviously Gorget would be a huge asset once we broke out of our cell, but before that, I didn’t know how useful he would be. Moving onto my next thought, I turned to Sheika. “You’ve basically made your avatar a rogue, right? Who casts some Mesmer spells?”

      She nodded. “If you’re going to ask me to pick the lock, though, you’re going to be disappointed. There aren’t locks, not like usual. The doors lock magically.”

      I sighed. “And I don’t suppose you know how to lockpick a spell?”

      She shook her head. “Only way to reverse a spell-lock is to know the original incantation for it. Then, using the Counterfeit skill in the enchanting branch of spells, you can produce a new spell with tweaks to unlock it. I’ve only heard of one person having that skill, and they’re not here.”

      There were whole branches of spells I hadn’t even seen yet. I’d experienced so little of this game still, yet I was expected to deal with what had to be some of the trickiest quests and characters. Still, no choice but to keep going. “And we can’t break the bars? Or force the spell to break?”

      Again, Sheika shook her head. “Gorget would have broken out of here already if that were possible.”

      Frustration was building up inside me, and I started to pace. I had such a limited number of spells and channels and skills, and none of them could help me. And my items had nothing to do with this, and were low level compared to the level 30-somethings in with me. Still, I pulled up my stats, hoping some idea would pop in my head for something one of them could try. I figured starting there would be better for orienting myself before I moved to scanning through theirs more thoroughly.
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But something popped out to me as one of the few equipped items I had left, something I’d almost forgotten I had. “Fickle gods,” I muttered, holding up my right hand and staring at my middle finger. Though I couldn’t see it there, I knew the Ghost Ring was hidden in plain sight there.

      “I have it!” I said, holding up my middle finger to my party members around me.

      Sheika raised an eyebrow. “Not exactly the right time for jokes, buddy.”

      Realizing what I was doing, I grinned, but I didn't put my hand down as I shook my head. “No, no, you can’t see it. But I have something that I think will be able to get us out of here. Check my stats — you'll see it equipped.”

      Sheika nodded and her eyes unfocused, and Gorget did as well. Farelle just watched me, warning in her eyes. She must think I was on a dark path, or perhaps already lost on it, with such a powerful artifact at my disposal. Surely someone had told her about the Ghost Ring back in Maluwae. I wished we had a moment to talk, so I could explain it, but there was no time now.

      Sheika purred. Literally purred. “Now that's what I'm talking about.”

      Gorget rumbled as well. Then, to all of our surprise, he planted his plate-sized hands on the grubby floor, put his legs beneath him, and rose to his towering height. I had to crane my head back to see his face. “Now,” he rumbled, “we will escape.”

      Though I agreed, I was a bit confused at their quick excitement. I knew some of the powers of the ring, and I knew what it had done to save Farelle, but neither of those seemed to imply it could help us leave. “You two seem like you've heard about this ring before.”

      “Hell yes we’ve heard about it,” Sheika said. “You're wearing a Dominion Ring.”

      Farelle gasped from her corner. “A Dominion Ring? I did not know it was that…”

      I blinked. “I'm a bit lost here. A what?”

      “The Dominion Rings have command over the elements of the Everlands,” Sheika explained. “Yours controls phantasmal elements, or namely Specters, who are typically bound to certain region. Others control fire, water, air, earth, or other things, at least to a certain extent.”

      I pondered that. “I'm guessing these are pretty rare then, huh?”

      Gorget nodded slowly, bare arms crossed in front of a chest the size of a whisky keg. “Rare, and few have them. They say only the gods can give a Dominion Ring.”

      A shiver ran up my spine. Just as I’d suspected, that boy who had given me the Ghost Ring was a god. But which one were they? And why had they done it?

      Sheika nodded. “And if that's true, it's a good sign for who's on our side.”

      Farelle, though, turned her head away. It didn't take much to figure out why. No doubt her Satyr goddess of nature was supposed to be opposed to Mordreth, the god of death, who she would assume had bestowed this ring upon me. Perhaps the Night Sisters had an affiliation with Mordreth, who knew. None of it boded well for our relationship, unless I could explain it to her.

      I focused back on the task at hand when Sheika asked me, “So, what all can the Ghost Ring do?”

      I shrugged. “Banish curses from barrow princes. Summon one Specter at least.” I thought of Ava, and silently thanked her for all her aid in my times of need.

      “I have an idea,” Gorget said. He nodded at the door. “Become a Specter, steal the sealstone from a guard, then come back and release us.”

      “Uh, I'm not sure about any of that. Can I become a Specter?”

      Gorget glanced at Sheika, and she shrugged. “He's level 9, and he took the fast route there. He's still got a lot to learn.”

      “What?” I demanded. “Is it obvious or something that I can change races?” As soon as I spoke, I remembered Ava telling me something of the sort at the very beginning. Not to mention Sheika stood before me as a Ja’qual, as apparently the cat-like race was called.

      “I mean, look at me.” Sheika further emphasized the point by sweeping her hands over her distinctly feline body. “I'd say that should have been a given.”

      I shrugged and smiled ruefully. “Okay. Assuming I figure out how to do that. What's a sealstone?”

      “The right way to open a glyph-seal,” Gorget said. “The guards here carry them, allowing them and them alone to open the cell doors.”

      “I noticed those,” Sheika said. “Seems protocol for them to carry them on their right hips, laced onto their belts. You'll have to use a knife or something sharp to snip it off.”

      I'd been expecting something of the sort. “Alright. Easy enough.”

      Gorget snorted, and Sheika smiled like I was simple. “Easy. Right.”

      Ignoring them, I held up the hand with the ring and stared at where it curled around my middle finger, though it was invisible to my naked eye. I thought back to what I'd done last time. There were spoken commands used to harness the ring’s power it seemed. Saq’suul, a quick check of my journey log reminded me, had put the dead to rest. But that wouldn't help me for what I was trying to do.

      I had to get help again.

      Holding up my hand, I said, “Ava.”

      I waited. We all waited. Nothing happened.

      Hand still raised, I said, “Ava, if you're listening, I could really use your help about now.”

      Still, nothing happened. I sighed and lowered my hand.

      “Your Specter companion I'm guessing?” Sheika asked.

      I nodded. I wondered what was keeping her away, and hoped I hadn't caused anything to happen to her. Between wrestling an undead prince and helping me banish a powerful curse, it might be enough to do anyone in, whether or not they were already dead.

      “Don’t worry,” Sheika said. “Every player has one. Maybe mine can help.” She cleared her throat, and said very clearly, “Salo!”

      A fine silver mist began to form almost immediately, giving shape to a meticulously kept man in fine clothes and an upturned nose. I guessed he must have been a butler in his past life. “Yes?” Salo sniffed. “You interrupted my nap.”

      Sheika rolled her eyes. “You’d think you were the cat with all the naps you take. No time for sleep now, Salo. I need you to instruct me on that.” She jabbed a finger at my hand.

      “On wh—?” the Specter started to ask, when his eyes fell on my invisible ring and widened. “Impossible! On that whelp of a child?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “A whelp who can command a legion of you.”

      “Cut that out,” Sheika snapped at me. “Best not to be rude to those who can help you.”

      I shrugged. “Sorry,” I said, knowing I didn’t sound convincing. He’d been rude first!

      Salo sniffed again, and turned back to his mistress. “Well, Sheika. Did you bring me here just to impress me with your lucky friends?”

      “Actually, I need you to help that lucky friend,” she said. “And me. In case you couldn’t tell, we’re a bit stuck.”

      “I could,” the Specter observed dryly. “And how may I assist you?”

      Sheika pointed again to the Ghost Ring. “Teach Marrow here how to use that Dominion Ring.”

      Salo studied the ring for a second, then my face. “I do not know that I believe him worthy.”

      “You don’t have to teach him everything,” Sheika hedged. “Just enough that we can escape here.”

      “We were thinking of turning me into a Specter,” I said. “Temporarily, that is.”

      Salo hummed to himself for a moment. “I am glad your first thought was not to attempt to compel one of my kind to your will,” he said finally. “That is, after you boasted you could, what was it, ‘command a legion of me?’”

      “Fine, fine. I’m sorry,” I muttered.

      Salo sniffed genteelly. “Very well. I will teach you the command to shift into the Spectral plane, and back to this one. Are you ready?”

      I stood straighter. “Ready when you are.”

      “Very well.” The Specter straightened his phantasmal collar. “To change your form into a Specter, you must say a particular word of our language there and concentrate all of your thoughts on your task. That word is: Vad’vandul.”

      I nodded. “Got it. And to shift back to normal?”

      The butler hesitated, then said, “Nen’faldo.”

      I nodded again. “Alright then. Thank you, Salo.”

      The butler nodded perfunctorily, then turned to his mistress. “If that will suffice…”

      “Yes, thank you, Salo,” Sheika said. “I've made progress for you by the way. I'll let you know when I'm out of this mess.”

      Salo donned the first smile I'd seen, though it was gone almost as soon as it had appeared. “I look forward to it.” Then he dissolved into silver mist again and evaporated into the cold cell air.

      I touched where I though the invisible ring was on my finger, and looked at each of my companions in turn. Gorget, still placidly standing with his arms crossed, looked as straight and upright as I'd yet seen him, and he met my gaze with a nod. Sheika smiled as we locked eyes, her cat ears twitched atop her head. Farelle barely looked at me, but when she finally did, I thought I saw the beginnings of acceptance there, though of what I still didn't know. Her relationship with me hadn’t changed in her stats, though. I’d just have to trust that she would stick with me, at least for now.

      “Alright then,” I finally said. “I guess I'd better give this a try.”

      Sheika nodded encouragingly. “We’ll be ready to move when you get back.”

      I smiled nervously and nodded. “Good.” I took a deep breath. “Here goes nothing.” I focused on what I'd seen of the Specter form, and imagined my own body turning into one. It was a bit strange to think about, kind of like dwelling on yourself as dead, but I kept my thoughts focused on it. “Vad’vandul,” I said as clearly as I could.

      I felt the changes instantly. My body felt lighter, and as I looked down at my hands, they turned from solid to silver to see-through as mist flowed around them and left. On my hand, the Ghost Ring came into focus, becoming a band of burning moonlight around my finger. When I glanced at my cellmates, their astonishment showed my stark transformation had happened for them as well. I'd become a Specter.

      “Marrow?” Farelle asked uncertainly.

      I smiled. When it came down to it, she still cared. “It's still me, promise.”

      She nodded, and though her expression was still troubled, I could tell she got some relief from that.

      “Best go quickly,” Sheika urged. “I’m not sure how it works for Spectral transformations, but the ones I’ve done become more permanent the longer you stay in them.”

      “That would have been nice to know beforehand,” I muttered. My voice sounded strangely hollow to my own ears now that I didn’t have an actual body making the noises. Just another reminder that I needed to hurry.

      Giving a quick mock salute, I walked to the bars. Even that simple action was a bit hard to accomplish, as every step made me lift lightly into the air, my near-weightless body not dragging the way my normal body did. Standing before the cell bars, I took a deep breath — or at least tried to — and reached forward. My hand went through the metal without a bit of resistance. Not sure why I didn’t just fall through the floor if I could so easily go through surfaces, I decided not to question my new existence too much and stepped quickly through. I’d escaped the cell.

      But my companions still needed to be broken out, so I set off down the hall at a run in the direction that I’d seen the Valyn guards go. The run quickly turned more into Spectral skipping, the lack of gravity surprisingly slowing my journey. As I passed the cells filled with other prisoners of the sky elves, many heads turned to stare and watch my bunny-like progress. I ignored them, keeping my eyes on the doorway at the end of the hall.

      Reaching it, I slowed to a stop and listened. The sound of voices echoed off the stone from just beyond. I peered around the corner and saw two sky elves lingering near the wall not ten feet away from me. Drawing back, I considered my options. Neither of them had been looking in my direction, but that was no guarantee they wouldn’t look over. If I were them, I’d check the door to the cells often, just in case. There was no way to approach their backs. Unless… It occurred to me then. Their backs were to the wall — and I could move through walls!

      Almost giddy with glee at the possibilities being a Specter presented, I moved into the cell nearest me, to the horror of the cellmates. But I ignored their curses and went to about the spot on the wall I thought the guards were positioned. Still flinching at what I was about to do, I stuck my face through the wall. Blinking as I came through the other side, I saw I was only off by a few inches, and quickly righted my position. The guards barely shifted as they talked to each other, and with my face near their waists, the greatest danger I was in was getting farted in my face.

      I examined the thick belts bound about their hips and quickly spotted the sealstones hanging from their leather straps. Hoping this would work, I reached to draw out my now-phantasmal knife from my hip and — but no, I didn’t have a knife! All my weapons had been taken from me. I’d have to find something else to cut through the strap.

      Drawing back, I peered about the cell. The prisoners still crowded against the walls and eyed me warily, but they didn’t seem quite as scared as before. “Sorry to barge in,” I said in a low voice — I wasn’t sure how well the guards could hear around the corner. “But I’ll help you all escape if you can give me that secret sharp stone you’ve been stashing away.”

      There was a pause where nobody moved. Then, as if on cue, half a dozen hands stretched out, sharp stones in all of them. I grinned. If you can rely on prisoners for one thing, it’s that they’re always trying to plan their escape.

      Taking the sharpest one, I lifted in my Spectral hand, again baffled at the physics of what was going on. But no time to think about that now. Since the stone was still a solid object, I couldn’t push it through the wall, but had to move it around the wall through the doorway. It was a risky move, but one I had to take. After taking a look and confirming the guards weren’t looking in my direction, I inched the stone on the floor just around the lip. No exclamations — that was good. Putting my hand through the wall, I slowly moved the stone along the floor, moving centimeters at a time. I had to do it all by touch; putting my face through only increased the risk of being seen. But soon, I reached the point where I’d first entered with the guards, and I still hadn’t heard any cries of alarm. It looked like I was in position.

      With a silent inhale, I gripped the sharp stone and lifted it, then thrust my face through. No one saw me, so I lifted my makeshift knife and, with a slight cringe, lightly grabbed hold of the sealstone of the leftmost guard.

      The sky elf made a sort of grunt, if a people with as musical of voices as theirs could grunt, and shifted. I froze, barely holding onto the key. All it would take was one glance down to see what was happening. But he didn’t look, so I moved the stone to the strap and began sawing it slowly back and forth. Soon enough, the sealstone fell lightly into my hands, strap raggedly severed. Grinning, I drew it back, forgetting that the key didn’t follow the same physics as my Spectral body.

      The stone clinked against the wall as my hand tried to draw it through, and my hold on it slipped. I watched in horror as the sealstone fell to the ground and clattered against the stone floor.

      The Valyn guard whirled at once, and I peered up to see him staring down in shock. “A Specter?” he asked, bewildered. Then he saw his sealstone on the floor, and his expression darkened. He began speaking rapidly in a language I didn’t understand. I doubted he was uttering compliments.

      Not waiting to find out what they could to a Specter, I swatted the sealstone down the wall towards the doorway. The sky elves, quickly realizing what I was doing, went scrambling after it as they drew swords from scabbards. But I was quicker, and as the sealstone went before the doorway, I snatched it up and began bounding back down the hall towards my cellmates.

      The Valyn guards could bound too though. With big jumps aided by their wings, they were quickly catching up to me, and despite being Spectral, I feared the curved, bright falchions in their hands could still cut through me. Thinking fast, as I landed my next jump, I spared a moment to reach over and pull at the cell door closest to me. To my relief, the sealstone clutching in my other hand did its job, and the door sprung loose. As I continued moving by, the prisoners’ surprised faces left my sight, but I hoped they’d overcome it quickly enough.

      I opened cell after cell on my way down the hall. By the time I reached the latter ones, the prisoners were waiting. As I opened their doors, they came surging out, and though they quailed at the oncoming Valyn guards, few jumped back behind bars. “Back!” the sky elves shouted, fluttering to a halt before the bodies. “Back in your cages!”

      I smirked as I approached my own cell. Nothing would make them want to bust out of this prison more than those words. Sure enough, as I reached my former cell, I glanced back to see the two guards swallowed under the mass of prisoners. One Drakon lifted a stone and, roaring, brought it down with a squelch. I knew those guards wouldn't be getting up.

      My own companions were already waiting by the door when I opened it. “It worked!” Sheika practically squeaked, springing out as soon as she could.

      Gorget ambled out after her, having to bend down to exit out the door, then stretched up to the ceiling. For the first time, I saw a smile spread over his face. “It is good to be free,” he rumbled.

      Farelle came last. Farelle, for whom all of this was confusing, but who kept her chin high and her wits about her anyway, even when she hadn't had a drink in too many hours. “We’ll talk when this is over,” she warned when she exited. But she gave me a brief smile, and now I knew we'd be okay.

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      At that moment, four Valyn guards burst through the doorway nearest us, and seeing as we were the first by them, they sprang to engage us. Gorget and Sheika exchanged a glance, then they ran to meet them, Farelle not far behind. I almost joined them before I realized I was still a Specter. Quickly muttering, “Nen’faldo,” I felt the transformation seize hold. While it worked its magic, I watched my three party members take on the guards.

      Sheika was first to the fight, dodging and rolling around the guards with incredible athleticism. Kicking the knees in of two, she sprang at the third and spun him to the ground. Gorget quickly followed up, bellowing like a bull and bowling over the two Sheika had kicked while wrapping the last guard in a deadly bear hug. Farelle came skipping over and gave the first two unfortunate guards a swift hoof to the head each, then waited as Sheika and Gorget finished off their guards.

      By the time I was Human again, the guards had been dispatched. I grinned. I had one kick-ass party.

      “Alright,” Sheika said, flexing her hands, which had been clawing out elven eyes a moment before. “Let's see what we can do.”

      Farelle and I each picked up a falchion, while Gorget picked up two. “Let's,” I said.
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      We made for where our stuff was kept, the one location Gorget had figured out during his long tenure as a prisoner. As we went, I freed the prisoners I hadn’t already. Soon, the racket of stampeding feet and sounds of battle could be heard echoing down the halls of the Citadel, people of every race fighting their way back to freedom.

      But while most prisoners headed down, our path led us up, and the clamor faded away, along with any chance for help. Thus when we encountered the first knot of six Citadel guards, we knew we were on our own.

      Still, with the party I was in, I wasn’t worried.

      I was completely vindicated in my confidence. As soon as the Valyn descended on us like locusts from the stairs above, Sheika cast a Mesmer spell that formed an illusory double of each of us, making us that much harder to fight. We took out half of them before they eliminated the doppelgängers, and by then they were outnumbered. With a dual sweep and a roar, Gorget beheaded two of the survivors, while I thrust my stolen sword through the belly of the last.

      
        
        +600 XP!

        

      

      Each guard was worth 300 XP, but anything earned by one was divided three ways among the players in our party. Still, if we kept encountering guards, it wouldn’t be long before I jumped another level.

      We took out another two groups of guards before reaching the room with our items. All of us sighed in relief at getting them back, Gorget most of all. It had apparently been more than a week in Earth time since he’d been trapped, so he’d been defenseless for a while. Now, he looked the most impressive of any of us, with a horned helmet casting his blocky face in shadow, and various sheets of blue metal alternating with black links of chainmail. And around his neck was, of course, the thickest gorget I had ever seen.

      But Sheika also looked terrifying and, if I had to admit it — not that I ever would to Farelle at least — more than a bit alluring. Her dark dragon-leather outfit and endless knives lent a dangerous gleam to an already deadly woman.

      Then there was Farelle and I, two low-levels in shabby gear compared to my companions. But the Ghost Ring was twined about my finger, promising future powers I still had yet to grasp, and my Satyr Companion wasn’t as sweet as she looked, nor near as innocent. When she recovered her flask, she damn near guzzled the whole thing down, then grinned and wiped her mouth. She almost seemed herself again.

      With our gear recovered, we now had to search for the sun-flier hangar. We went down hall after hall, clearing out the guards we came across. It was easier now that we had our items back, but our meters started to flag, particularly mana and spirit, and we started taking injuries. Farelle limped from a slash to the leg, and my shoulder pained me from a stab wound. For health, at least, we had a solution, as Sheika provided potions every time we needed them. Soon enough, Farelle and my wounds faded away entirely.

      Finally, after searching two whole floors of the Citadel, we found the hangar. Everybody’s mana was damn well bottomed out, though Sheika promised to fill us back up with potions. My stamina crept back up slower than usual, as I suffered from a Winded condition that impeded stamina recovery. I doubted the level 30-somethings were so bad off. Gorget in particular looked just thrilled to be free.

      Having recovered another magical stone that was apparently needed to fly the airships, Gorget ran out onto the hangar. “Come on!” he roared, waving us onto the flier he stood next to. As I climbed on, the cold wind tried beating me back. It was only then that I realized we had a big problem.

      “Who the hell’s flying this thing?” I yelled.

      Sheika slipped down next to me, huddling close, which Farelle didn’t look happy about. Still, I wasn’t going to protest a bit of extra warmth. “I told you Gorget was our ticket to the god-child, didn’t I?” Sheika said with a wink.

      Still not catching on for a moment longer, it settled in when the huge warrior climbed inside himself and immediately went for the pilot’s seat. “You know how to fly this boat?” I asked incredulously.

      He grinned over his shoulder. “How do you think I got here?”

      True to his word, the bubble began sealing over us a moment later, and it wasn’t long after that the airship lifted from the hangar. As he tilted into the clouds hiding the mainland, I stared back at our prison. I’d never run into my particularly vicious captor, but I figured he still had the bad end of it. He and the rest of the guards were prisoners of another kind there.

      Grinning, I looked forward, and damn near jumped out of my seat when a tower loomed out of a cloud not 30 feet before us. Gorget pivoted, laughing like a maniac as he dodged around the tall, graceful spires silhouetted against the bright moonlight. I held on for dear life. If we died flying because of this crazy man when we were this close to our goal, I didn’t know what I’d do. Cry, for starters, when I’d respawned.

      But we didn’t crash. Gorget somehow navigated the maze of elven high-rises in the near darkness, always ascending further and further up. Up to where Absalom the god-child waited — whoever he was.

      Farelle leaned into my right side. “Will you explain now?” she asked in a low voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “I guess,” I said, not bothering to whisper. With Sheika’s feline ears, she would no doubt hear us no matter how softly we spoke. I glanced at my mysterious guardian, and she shrugged. Maybe it would be fruitless, as her gesture seemed to imply. But I had to try anyway.

      So I launched into the whole explanation. My weird entrance into this realm (as I continued to explain the Everlands as a separate dimension from Earth); how I was stuck here; and how events had begun happening around and to me, drawing me further in and closer to the boy deity at the middle of it.

      “Absalom,” Farelle repeated musingly. She seemed to be taking it all rather well. But then, her Satyr goddess Yalua had no doubt already seemed real to her, so perhaps she’d always suspected the deities were more than metaphor. And besides, this explanation definitely put my affiliations in a more favorable light, which didn’t hurt things.

      “But why?” the Wilder eventually asked.

      “The question on all our minds.” Sheika shrugged. “Which I guess we’ll find out soon.” She pointed, and I looked to see a shape looming before us. In the mist, it was hard to tell, but I’d had the sense that we’d risen above everything else here, to a small island floating above the rest of the Valyn homeland. Now, we were not flying around the island, but towards it. We’d arrived at our destination. Namely, where Absalom waited.

      I glanced at Farelle. “You ready for this?”

      She tilted her head and smirked at me. “More ready than you.”

      All I gave for an answer was a derisive snort.

      Reaching the island, the sun-flier settled down on the ground, and I looked up before us. A huge palace rose from the gloom, illuminated by huge orbs of silver-pink light mounted all along an open stone courtyard. Though I saw no one around us, I kept a tight grip on my sword — I’d gone with the Jeweled Longsword of the Stars, for the bonus damage — and my fine iron knife. Who’d ever heard of a palace not greeting unwelcome guests with hostile guards?

      Gorget seemed to be thinking the same thing, for he frowned. “Where are they?” he muttered as he landed the flier and rose. Wind whistled inside as the bubble began to dissipate. “On your guard,” he warned, then launched himself over the side of the ship.

      I rose to follow, but Sheika stopped me with a touch on the shoulder. “Careful, Marrow. I can’t promise I’ll be able to save you if a fight breaks out.”

      Farelle put her hand on my other shoulder. “He won’t need it. I’ll be there.”

      As they stared — or glared — at each other, I shrugged. There were worse places to be than between two doting, badass women.

      “Neither of you need worry,” I said. “I’ll come back safe for both of you.” Then I gave an expansive wink.

      Their shocked faces were almost worth it, until two slaps knocked the grin off my face on either side. Maybe being between two women was a bad idea after all.

      “Sheika!” Gorget roared from the ground below us, and we all snapped back into focus. I drew my blades and quickly found the source of the giant’s concern. Descending from the misty palace above us were dozens of small, bobbing lights. Not dozens; hundreds. And it quickly became clear they weren’t being carried by themselves.

      The guards had come to meet us.

      “Level up, coming right up!” Sheika shouted with glee, and launched herself off the sun-flier. I wasn’t far behind, while Farelle ran to the front and nocked an arrow from atop the airship.

      I stared at the roiling bodies surging towards us like a tsunami, a mix of fear and excitement in my belly. If we overcame this, it’d be epic. But seeing all the enemies we faced, that was a big if.

      It didn’t matter, though. We had to cut our way through. Absalom had to be stopped, so us players could go free. Even if I wasn’t sure I wanted to leave, we had the right to be able to choose.

      I set my stance, then examined of the Valyn guards to see what exactly we were up against.

      
        
        Valyn Palace Guard (Level 15) - These sky elves are battle-hardened and determined to keep their deities unbothered. Like all sky elves, they are relatively quick and agile, and tend to favor lighter armor and weapons. “Death from above! And anywhere else I choose to deal it.”

        

      

      Prognosis: Not good. I grit my teeth, hoping I was ready for this, as the first of the Valyn guards reached us.

      I spun into action as two guards ran at me, one leading with a spear and the other wielding a falchion and winged shield. Twisting the head of the spear aside with my knife and slipping past it, I dealt the guard a glancing blow to his head, knocking him aside, while I met the attack of the other with a backhand blow. Even a slight hit from my Jeweled Longsword of the Stars was effective, the bonus damage also sending my enemy further off-balance. The guard blocked with his shield and counterattacked, but I was already dodging back, my knife sheathed and my hand upraised. I cast Icy Plume, slowing and damaging my two assailants. I didn’t bother with Basilisk’s Gaze, as I’d found out in the Citadel that it wasn’t effective on these high-level guards. With precious few seconds in which to act, I stabbed first the spearman then the sword-and-shield guard in the gap of their visors, scoring high enough crits to end both of their lives.

      No sooner had they fallen did three more replace them. Hopelessly outmatched, I cast another Icy Plume, slowing them enough to take out one with another blow to the head. But the others kicked into gear then, and drove me back across the courtyard as I barely fended off their swords. I took two minor hits to my side and leg, and though they were glancing blows, the guards hit hard, and I was knocked down a quarter of my health bar.

      Letting all my thoughts go, I let my training with Farelle take over. Somersaulting between the guards, I slashed at the backs of their legs, hoping to hamstring them with my combat skill. But their calves were protected with armor, and my blades clinked helplessly off. To make matters worse, the two promptly retaliated, and I cried out as blows burned across my back and shoulders. My health plummeted to 40%.

      But I hadn’t used all the tricks up my sleeve yet. I sprinted away from my two assailants back towards the two I’d just felled, sheathing my dagger along the way. When I reached their bodies, I equipped my Mithril Sword of Thirst and turned to face my pursuers with both swords drawn. I hoped this would work as well as it had in training.

      I started to spin, engaging the combat skill Spinning Blades, which would theoretically deal damage and disorient any enemies caught in its midst. Of course, it also left me vulnerable to attack. Still, I braced myself and spun right at the guards, and was soon rewarded by cries of pain. The guards fell back as my blades started cutting into them. As my Mithril Sword of Thirst began absorbing mana, I saw my blue meter slowly creep up. By the time my opponents fell, I’d taken another hit and my health was 30%, but I’d nearly filled up my mana again. Considering Icy Plume was the only thing that had kept me alive thus far, I figured it was worth the trade-off.

      But there was no end to the guards. As the next three broke off from the mass to engage me, I risked a glance at my companions. Farelle was launching arrow after arrow from atop the sun-flier, but as I watched, two Valyn leaped with wing-boosted jumps towards her, forcing her to drop her bow and draw her sword. In front of the airship, Gorget roared and swung a huge hammer back and forth, throwing back swaths of guards that still dove at him, trying to bring the giant man down. Now I knew why I hadn’t been swarmed myself. Sheika was harder to spot; she wove everywhere among the masses, and where she went, sky elves fell. They were starting to jump away like pigeons startled in a city park now, becoming wary of her darting blades and subtle magic.

      I didn’t have any more time to look, as the three guards were on me. I cast Icy Plume twice in a row and took down two of them, but the third sprung loose of the spell after that. My stamina had been rising back up during my brief remission, but as I parried blow after blow, it started to bottom out. Black spots began appearing in my vision, and my breath was coming heavy. I started making mistakes. One blow slipped in, then two. I was down to less than 10% health.

      But I refused to let this guard be the end of me. Letting loose a hoarse yell, I rallied the last of my strength and went for the kill, lashing out in a desperate gambit with both weapons. The Valyn effortlessly batted them aside with his shield and me to the ground. Then, standing over me with a satisfied smirk, he raised his sword and brought it down.

      I gasped as the blade entered my side. Through the haze of pain, I watched the last of my health slip away. I couldn’t channel Minor Healing; it needed too much time to work, and it wouldn’t succeed when I was already stabbed through. I couldn’t move for the shock of the pain. We’d come so close, and now it was all coming to a halt. Who knew where I’d respawn, or if we’d get this opportunity again. Maybe they’d go on without me. Maybe they could complete our quest. But considering all that had happened, I figured I was an integral part to this. Could I really die now?

      Just as the last of the red meter disappeared, I saw a notification pop up in my vision. Though I guessed it was the death message, through some masochistic urge, I brought it up.

      
        
        You are now Level 10! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

        

      

      I wasted a split second in mute amazement before I thought to bring up my stats and assigned the 10 SP to health. It was enough to accept the level up. My health bar, nearly translucent with its emptiness, shot back up to 100%, as did my stamina, mana, and spirit meters. The sword that was stuck in me sprang out of me, sending the Valyn guard stumbling back.

      I grinned as I kicked to my feet. “Hasta la vista, baby,” I said to the guard, and stabbed him in the eye. My bejeweled sword glowed hot, and the sky elf fell back, head sizzling and paid back in full for nearly killing me.

      Leaving the rest of my level up for later, I rushed back into the fight fully revitalized. Alternating Icy Plume and Spinning Blades in some good ol’ fashioned sword and sorcery, I carved my through to Farelle, who still fought atop the sun-flier. The Satyr was holding her own, but unlike me, she wouldn't have a level up to save her. Laughing like a maniac, I hacked into the back of one sky elf, cut out the legs from under a second, and ran one through the back who was, appropriately enough, about to backstab her. Farelle whirled around, sword raised and eyes wide, when she saw me.

      “Marrow!” she gasped. “You were down, and I thought—”

      “Not now! Behind you!” I leaped past her to intercept another guard’s thrust and kick him back. He obliged, only to leap into the air with a beat of his wings, rising a dozen feet about us, before diving towards us. I didn't let him get that far, but downed him with a burst of Icy Plume, and finished him off when he crash-landed at our feet. My mana was nearly gone, but it needed to be done.

      “We need to get to the palace!” I shouted at her. “There's too many to fight!”

      She kicked one savagely on the face that was trying to mount the sun-flier, and he fell back into his fellows, her hoof leaving a bloody gash in his face. “We can't hold them there either!”

      “You got a better idea?”

      She hesitated a moment, then the idea ripped from her as she parried and counterattacked. “Just use that damned ring, you idiot!” she snarled.

      I couldn't believe I hadn't thought of it before. We had little chance of surviving, much less forcing our way to the palace, if I couldn't get us an army. And fast. If even Farelle was telling me to use it, then it was far past time to try again.

      “Ava!” I yelled as I tried to parry two blows, and one snuck its way in. “Ava!” I shouted again as I retaliated against the guard whose thrust had hit, and kicked away the other. “Ava! I need you to come now! I need to use the Ghost Ring!”

      But as I killed these two guards as well, the Specter didn't come. Despite my own situation, I worried what had happened to her. But either way, it looked like we were on our own.

      Unless… unless I could reach her some other way.

      “I'm shifting!” I called to Farelle.

      “What?”

      But with my assailants hovering a few feet away, I took what promised to be my only chance. “Vad’vandul!” I shouted, and silver mist began curling around me.

      “You're leaving us?!” Farelle shouted at me, voice rising with anxiety. “Now?!”

      “If the army won't come, I'll bring them!” I said. But my mind was concentrated on another place. On a place I'd never seen, and had probably only fabricated.

      My body became air, then less than air. Then, pushing it further, as far as I could go, I became nothing.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Marrow?”

      I opened my eyes, but there was nothing to see. Everything was black around me. “Ava?”

      “Marrow. What are you doing here?”

      “Where are we?”

      The Specter sighed. “You shouldn’t have followed me.”

      I couldn’t feel anything, sense anything. All that was left was my consciousness and, somehow, a voice that wasn’t a voice. “Where are we?” I asked again.

      “An afterlife even Specters can’t come back from. Faze-aught, I heard it called once.”

      If I’d had eyelid to blink in dumb surprise, I would have. “Wait. You’ve been phased out? Why?”

      But I knew why. This damned game of the gods.

      She confirmed it a second later. “Because I was helping you end the war in the heavens.” She sighed again. “I hope you know I did all I could.”

      “I know that.” I hesitated only a second before I blurted out what I wanted so desperately to be true. “I’ll get you out of here, promise. I’ll find a way and do it. If the gods can do this to you, they can undo it, right?”

      “I don’t know, Marrow. But you…”

      “I’ll be fine. I’m just a visitor here.” I sure hoped that was true. “But to help you get out, Ava, I’m going to first need your help again. I need to raise an army, and now.”

      “Do you know what you’re asking?”

      I remembered Sheika’s guide Salo, and how loathe he was to give any of the Spectral commands away. This would give me power over a whole people, a whole race of people, across a whole continent. “Yes. And I promise, I’ll only use it for good.”

      “Then you’ll only use it this time. To settle the game. Promise?”

      I hesitated. It was hard saying I’d give up such an immense power. But I knew what I had to do. “Okay. I promise.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.” I heard the smile in her voice. “Okay, I’ll give you the command to bring the Specters to you and bend them to your will, and the word to dismiss them.”

      “Okay.”

      “First, Faq’duhl. Then, Tal’shur.”

      Faq’duhl. Tal’shur. Perhaps the two most powerful words in all the Everlands. “Got it.”

      “Then you’d better return. You know the command for leaving the Spectral plane?”

      “Yeah, yeah, Salo taught me.” I mimed taking a deep breath, then said very clearly. “Nan’faldo.”

      “Goodbye, Marrow,” Ava said, sounding sad to me.

      “I’ll be back, Ava. I’ll come back for you…”

      Then I faded back into the chaotic world of the flesh.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As soon as my body materialized, before I even looked around or could see properly, I shouted, “Faq’duhl!”

      Then my vision came, and I saw a Valyn face leering before me. An all too familiar face. The vicious captor from the Citadel.

      “Miss me?” he sneered, then ran me through the gut with his sword.

      I gasped, and my health plummeted. But I wasn’t dead yet. As the Ghost Ring burned on my finger with my command and silver mist began rising up around us, I groaned and tried drawing myself off the blade. But the bastard twisted and grinned in my face. “No escaping this!” he hissed.

      I spat in his eye. “You neither. Kill!”

      The sky elf’s face twisted in momentary confusion, then morphed into horror as he understood. My army of Specters had fully materialized around me, and stared with deadly hate at him. With a swell of yells like a torrential wave, and they set about my enemies, sweeping through them as a killing mist.

      The sky elf stared about him in astonishment, and I took the opportunity to draw my dagger and take a stab at him. But he hadn’t forgotten about me, and though the tip of the blade dug into his cheek, it only barely cut before he caught my wrist. “Not so fast!” he gasped. “You may have called a fell magic, but it will die with you!”

      He twisted my wrist and the knife fell from my hand. But I had my other one up, and I cast Icy Plume in his face. At this of close range, even the mild spell was excruciating, and the bastard screamed and lost hold of his sword and me. I kept it up as long as I could before falling to my knees, the falchion still lodged in me.

      Hissing with pain, I drew out the blade, the unnatural feeling of steel in my body almost freaking me out too much to continue. But I managed it, and with some measure of health and stamina left, I stood. Despite the Major Bleeding condition, I had enough strength to deal with him.

      “Miss me?” I mocked him, then swung the sword into the back of his neck.

      I slumped down next to the Valyn’s corpse and stared about me with my hands pressed to either side of my wound. All around, the Specters were almost finished massacring the sky elves, and I could now see what fates had befallen my fellow party members. Sheika had gained the top of an orb-mounted brazier, and stared about with something like bemusement. When she saw me hunched over on the sun-flier, she immediately leaped down and began running towards me, dodging around death-dealing Specters. Gorget was also easy to spot. He’d stopped swinging that big hammer of his and now leaned on it and let my army do his killing for him. Farelle, however, I couldn’t spot immediately.

      Sheika reached me, and already had a red potion in her hand. “Drink this,” she said, and I obeyed immediately. I was glad it was red. If any leaked out of my gut, I didn’t want to know it.

      The healing set in immediately, as it had before at the collapsed stone bridge, and in no time the wound had sealed to a pink line and I could sit up straight again. “Where’s Farelle?” I asked as soon as I could.

      Sheika shook her head. “Last I saw, she was atop here.”

      Though I was still unsteady, I rose to my feet and started looking on either side of the vehicle. She couldn’t have gone far. Maybe she was taking shelter underneath somewhere…

      Then I saw her.

      My breath caught. “No,” I whispered. “No!”

      The Satyr was crumpled in the shadow of the sun-flier, legs knocked askew, eyes staring lifelessly up at the sky. Farelle was dead.
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      “Do something!” I said desperately to Sheika, barely taking my eyes off of my companion’s still body. I couldn’t believe she was gone. I wouldn’t believe it.

      She shook her head. “Resurrection spells are super rare, and I don’t know any. Gorget?”

      The giant man had come ambling over. “I don’t have anything,” he said glumly. “Sorry.”

      I grit my teeth. “The Ghost Ring. I have to be able to do something with it.”

      “I wouldn’t,” Sheika warned. “Not unless you want her to become a Specter. The Dominion Rings don’t have power beyond their element, and life isn’t within the Ghost Ring’s purview.”

      “So what do I do?” I demanded angrily. “Just let her die?”

      “I had a companion die once,” Gorget said softly. “I know how it feels.”

      I didn’t want to hear that right now. “She’s not gone yet. She’s not gone.” My eyes traveled up from her body, to the palace we’d fought so hard to get to. “She’s not gone yet,” I repeated, calmer, more resolute. An idea had formed in my head.

      I bent down to Farelle and gently eased her into my arms, then lifted. She was heavier in death than she had been in life. I tried not to think of it as I took one step towards the place, then another, ignoring the Specters standing about staring at me from either side, and my two party members staring from behind.

      “What are you doing?” Gorget asked in his low rumble.

      “Saving her the only way I can.”

      “The gods?” Sheika asked from just behind. “That’s not a good idea, Marrow. We need them to stop their game for more than one woman’s life.” She hesitated. “One NPC’s existence.”

      I ignored them, but Sheika’s words hooked into me. Was I crazy for caring this much for a NPC? But she wasn’t just a NPC, not anymore. I felt as if a friend were really dead, felt every bit of the pain and regret. I thought over all the things I could have done better to her, and how I had failed her. If it felt real, if she was every bit as real as any other person, with the same amount of nuance of thoughts and feelings and desires, did it matter that she’d been created by and within computers?

      I didn’t know, and right now, I didn’t care. I was going to follow what my gut said was right. I was going to find a way to bring her back.

      I ascended the stairs leading up to the palace. Each step was a strain on my stamina, but I pushed myself. Farelle was right; I should have increased my strength while I had the chance. I smiled a bit at the irony that this was what I would have used it for. It did occur to me that I had AP to spend, especially since a quick glance at my notifications showed I’d gained three more levels from my mass killing. But I couldn’t bring myself to attend to any gaming elements right now.

      The palace was ridiculously opulent, with rich gold and bronze ornamentation, and white and black marble lining the floors, walls, and ceilings. But I ignored it all and continued to walk down. Where guards stepped forward to stop me, my Specters killed at a nod.

      Finally, I reached the end of the long hallway, at which stood two huge double doors, sturdy and serene. “Open,” I commanded my Specters, and as one mass, they surged against the doors. The first couple dozen didn’t do the trick, but by the time a gross had amassed, the doors began to inch inward with ancient groans. As soon as the opening was wide enough, I stepped through the silver mist and into the chamber beyond.

      A clamor of booming voices rose to meet me as I stepped inside the circular chamber, so loud I could feel the sound waves in my body. But I wasn’t going to be dissuaded or awed, and I looked up in defiance. Huge beings populated the encircling risers above me, coming in every shape and size. I didn’t need to see the faint luminescence projecting from each of them to know I’d come upon the assembly of gods. The Pantheon itself. The true rulers of the Everlands. I recognized some of them, and quickly perceived the sides in the game.

      On my left were the gods that had been working against me. Nali, the Naiadic goddess, her pearl-topped scepter tipped forward as she leaned out at me, wide black eyes bulging. She had none of the serenity her effigies implied. Then there was Gnarish god, Omagnar, his whip curled up in front of him, much better matching the statue I saw when first entering the Everlands, for his expression was severe and unwavering. And there also was one whose name I barely recalled from the beginning of my quest: Zynal, the Valyn god, a handsome sky elf with long flowing hair and the longest, pointiest ears I’d yet seen on an elf. His eyebrows were excessive, and his eyes glowed sky blue with some internal fire. He cast his dangerous glare down on me, as if to smote me with a look. I examined his stats to see more.

      
        
        Zynal, First of the Valyn, God of the Sky (Divine)

        You must be a higher level to discern further information.

        

      

      But opposite of these three and their friends were many more of the gods. I saw the Drakon god — or goddess, it was difficult to tell — and Mordreth the Specter god, a wizened old man who looked with particular interest at the army of Specters gathering within the room. I saw Yalua the Satyr goddess, who looked lovely even in anger and more at peace than any of the other deities could hope to be. Their numbers had to be twice their opposition. Why, then, did the game continue?

      Then I saw the towering giant standing on the floor with me and understood. I’d thought Gorget was huge, but this god was at least three times his height, as well as nearly twice as tall as any of the other gods present. He was clad from head to toe in dark armor, with horns extending from every surface. Or so I assume, as I couldn’t see most of his body, for a huge tower shield rested before him and blocked it from view.

      “Falgerd,” Sheika said from behind me, barely audible over the shouting of the gods. “Keeper of Order. It’s said nothing cannot penetrate his armor or his shield.”

      I stared up at the mammoth knight, and I couldn’t tell if he returned the gaze, for his face was completely in shadow. He could have done a better job keeping order in my opinion, but I wasn’t about to say that, even in my current defiant state.

      I looked away from him and scanned the surrounding assembly. “Gods and goddesses!” I called, but my voice was tiny compared to theirs, and swallowed in the tumult.

      To my surprise, Falgerd lifted his shield and slammed it down into the floor. Marble cracked underneath the lip of the shield, and a tremor cascaded through the ground, almost knocking me from my feet and dropping Farelle in the bargain. The gathered Pantheon quieted instantly, all staring at the mammoth knight with even more astonishment than myself.

      “What is the meaning of this?” boomed Nali as she shook her scepter angrily.

      “Shut it!” snarled someone I didn’t know from my side of the gods. The god pointed at me. “Let the Everfolk speak!”

      Suddenly with all those divine eyes on me, I found my throat had gone dry. But feeling Farelle’s weight aching in my arms, I knew I couldn’t falter now. “Gods and goddesses,” I said. “I come before you from not only the world below, but another realm.”

      “We know of this realm. Earth,” the Valyn god Zynal sneered. “A trite and weary place, I’ve heard.”

      I didn’t deny it. “Even if it is, it is the home for us… for the Everfolk. You cannot bar us from returning to it any longer.”

      There was a murmur from the gathered audiences, which began rising in volume with every second. Soon, it was as loud as a metal concert. But Falgerd slammed his shield down once again, sending another shockwave out, and the assembled slowly became quiet again.

      For a moment, I didn’t know what else to say. I’d made my request, or demand as it might be. Then I recalled what this was all about.

      “I know you seek to protect the god-child Absalom,” I said. “Believe me, we don’t wish to harm him. In fact, whatever the problem is, I would like to help him.” I looked down at still Farelle in my arms. “But I’ll need his help as well.”

      There were murmurs of confusion, and a few scoffs of disbelief. “You came all this way to bring a Satyr back alive?” Zynal sneered again. “Pah! This boy is a fool!”

      Now the murmurs turned to agreement. Anger rose up red and hot inside me. “So what if I did?” I snapped. “Haven’t you played your godly politics to save one person? Moving heaven and earth to save one life is always worth it, if they mean something to you.” I looked down at the still, swollen face of my companion, eyes staring lifelessly up. Tears burned in my eyes, but I blinked them back angrily. “You’ve done the same,” I said again. “You’ve hurt innocent people to protect this Absalom. But why? How could we harm him? He is a deity like yourselves, is he not?”

      Several immortals began speaking replies, but Nali shrieked above them, “Don’t answer him! He will betray us to the others of his kind!”

      But the Drakon god stood, his tall figure imposing. “The time for secrets is past,” he hissed. “We cannot hide him from the Everfolk forever.”

      “There will be a reckoning,” Yalua agreed. “One way or another, the fate of our son Absalom must be determined.”

      “It must be determined now,” I agreed. “While us Everfolk are not as powerful as you here in the Everlands, my people still control your fates. They can destroy you as easily as you control your realms.”

      This sent the Pantheon into a susurrus of gasps and protests. Zynal’s eyes narrowed. “And this is supposed to convince us that we should let you free? Pah! You are as simple as your kind has always seemed!”

      Unfortunately, the deities that were supposed to be on my side seemed to agree. They all looked uncomfortably among each other and down at me. My stomach sank. I’d said the wrong thing. Now, they would never let us go.

      But I couldn’t give up. Not just for me, or for Sheika and Gorget. Not just for Farelle. I had to try for the whole of the Everlands. It was a projected reality; I knew that. But I was slowly realizing it was a reality, one valid despite its origins, despite how it was sustained. If I couldn’t get us players free, I had no doubt The Everlands the game would be shut down, possibly killing me, but also destroying all the people who lived here. I couldn’t accept that. There was something special here, unique. This wasn’t just a game.

      But how I would convince them now, I didn’t know. All I knew was I had to try.

      Bringing up my stats, I drew in a deep breath, then took the painful plunge. I put all 16 of my recently acquired AP into charisma. That boosted it up to 30, far above any of my other stats. It was likely a candle to what the gods’ stats were, but I had to try all the same.

      The immortals seemed to sense the shift, for they looked at me with renewed interest. Zynal, however, showed what he thought with sharp laughter. “You believe to persuade us? Fool Everfolk! I should cut you down where you stand!” He stood, drawing the falchion at his hip.

      As I flinched back, readying for the god to spring at me and cut me down, the Keeper of Order suddenly lifted his shield again. But instead of slamming into the stone as before, he turned it so the long side was parallel to the ground and stepped to the side. It was only then that I saw the white thing behind him. It was about two-thirds his height, and as tall and sleek as a lily bulb that hadn’t yet bloomed.

      Before I could ask anything about it, the mammoth knight drew back his shield like a battering ram. Then, before anyone could react, he slammed it into the fragile-looking thing. A blow like that should have shattered it, but only a single petal-like side fell down limply, revealing a swirling, kaleidoscopic air inside.

      The Pantheon rose in an uproar, every god, goddesses, and demi-god shouting over each other so I couldn’t hear what any of them were saying. One or two looked about ready to join us on the floor, but when Falgerd’s head snapped their way, they beat a hasty retreat.

      Then the Keeper of Order extended his heavy gauntlet towards me, as if inviting me forward. And though a tumult of voices was in my ears, I heard another voice, deep and resonant, sound within my head above the others.

      Do not believe it is your influence that has won me over, Falgerd spoke in my mind. It is your resolve. Your dedication. I know what it is you have sacrificed for this opportunity. Now I trust you to do what you must to save us all.

      I couldn’t look away from the mammoth god. “I will,” I said in a small voice.

      Falgerd nodded, and gestured towards the portal opening. Absalom waits.

      I risked a glance back at Sheika. She nodded towards the opened portal as well, as if to say You’re not planning on turning him down, are you? I took a deep breath and turned back to the opening. No way now but forward.

      I walked up to the portal and paused, Farelle still in my arms. As I stood at the Keeper of Order’s feet, Falgerd looked down at me. I could detect nothing of emotion in in the heavily armored giant, but it almost seemed he were trying to reassure me. Or maybe that was just me wanting to be reassured. Not knowing what awaited me, I entered into the kaleidoscopic haze.

      [image: ]
* * *

      There was no inter-dimensional trip like I’d expected. Instead, when my eyes adjusted, there was only a long, white place, blank on all sides, like I’d been transported into an insane asylum taken to the furthest possible level it could go. The only differentiation between the sky and ground was a thin layer of water that shimmered as I walked through it. I still carried Farelle, and as I looked down at her, her face looked almost peaceful, not nearly the horrible, rigid mask of death it had seemed before.

      I walked a few more steps, then noticed a figure off to my right. Making my way towards it, it slowly became recognizable as a boy, Human-looking, wearing nothing but a long, white robe. But though he looked a boy, I knew better than to think that was all he was.

      “Hello,” I said as I stopped beside him. “Are you Absalom?”

      The boy didn’t answer for a moment. “Abe,” he said softly, not looking at me.

      Abe — that threw me for a loop, but I tried taking it in stride. “Hi, Abe. Nice to meet you.”

      “We’ve already met,” he responded in the same soft voice.

      I had already recognized his voice as the same from the Council’s grotto, the one that had spoken when I’d received the Ghost Ring. “You gave me this.” I shifted my grip on Farelle so I could show the middle finger on my right hand. Sure enough, the phantasmal band was barely visible with reflected white light.

      Abe turned to me now, eyes flickering to the ring. “Yes,” he said simply.

      I didn’t know what to say next.

      “The other gods are protecting you. From us, the Everfolk. Did you know that? They’re keeping the Everfolk that know about you trapped here.”

      The young deity met my eyes. “They think they’re protecting me. But they’re wrong. They don’t have any real power.”

      That sent a thrill of fear up my spine. “What do you mean?” I asked, though I had a feeling I already knew.

      “I don’t want to be alone,” Abe said softly. His eyes were a striking blue, like the color of a newborn kitten’s eyes. “I just want you to stay. As my friends.”

      I tried on a reassuring smile. “You won’t be alone if we leave. We’ll come right back. Everfolk always will. The Everlands are amazing. Besides, how could you be alone when you have a whole heaven of parents?”

      “But none of them are real,” Absalom whispered.

      Then it struck me. Absalom wasn’t speaking like any other NPC in the Everlands. He was speaking like a human, with a lowercase ‘H.’ An actual person from Earth. I stared. Could this be some sort of prank by the developers on whoever got this far?

      But no. Developers wouldn’t kid around with disabling the log off feature, nor stop players from contacting tech support. Absalom was the one barring players from leaving. Somehow, he not only knew of the existence of those controls, but had enough power to manipulate them. I could think of only one way both of these things could be possible. But I wasn’t quite ready to accept it.

      “How do you know that, Abe?” I asked lightly.

      Turning his head away, he looked around at the white landscape. “I can make this anything I want,” he said. “I can make a forest and play with the squirrels. I can make an ocean and swim with the dolphins. I can make it a volcano and play with the lava.” He paused. “It doesn’t burn me. I make it not do that.”

      As he spoke, fleeting scenes came to life. I smelled the rain on the forest leaves, heard the chirping of birds. I felt the cool breeze off a salty sea, followed quickly by a wave of heat. Images flashed about us, then were as quickly gone.

      “You’re a god,” I rationalized for both of us. “It makes sense that you have that power.”

      But Abe shook his head. “It’s not that. They’re gods, out there.” He pointed back towards the portal entrance. “And they don’t understand anything. That none of this is real. That only Earth is real.”

      I was starting to sweat, but I persisted. “Listen, Abe. I’m in the Everlands because this feels real, more real than anything I’ve experienced in my own world — on Earth. Believe me, you’re not missing out on much there.”

      “But…” God-child or not, he still struggled with logic. Yet I could see my words were reaching him somewhere.

      A lump formed in my throat, as if trying to bar my next words, but I spoke around it. “Listen… If you’re afraid of being alone, how about I—” I couldn’t quite say it.

      Abe’s eyes were wide as he stared at me. “Say it,” he pleaded quietly.

      It was only then that my two possible options became fully formed in my head. Absalom had to be either persuaded to stop barricading us from logging out, or forced to stop. The latter option was out — not only was it an abhorrent thought to harm the boy, but also because I doubted I had the power to overcome him. Which meant I had to persuade him. But what did he want? One thing, and one thing alone: the company of Everfolk.

      He was afraid to let us log off, afraid we wouldn’t return. Afraid we wouldn’t remain “friends,” as he called it. I didn’t think I’d persuade him out of that anxiety. But maybe, just maybe, I could negotiate him down. Down to keeping just one of the Everfolk behind.

      Tears stung my eyes as I thought of all I had back on Earth. My parents. My friends. Fun things I’d liked to do: video games mostly, but also hiking and camping in beautiful places, and exploring around my hometown. Even if those things were mundane, I’d miss them, miss them more than I’d thought possible.

      But I also knew that the Everlands held something here for me as well. Something just as real, even if it didn’t seem that way. And now that I’d met Absalom, a fully conscious being as far as I could tell, I knew all of that potentiality was just beginning to bloom.

      Sure, it would hurt not to return. Probably it would hurt like hell. Maybe I’d be so homesick I couldn’t move. Maybe my body would die, and I wouldn’t exist here anymore. But I couldn’t let Sheika and Gorget and maybe other players be trapped here if I had the opportunity to let them go free.

      I took a deep breath and finally formed the words. “I’ll stay with you. Me, one of the Everfolk. The real people. But if I do, you have to let everyone else go.”

      The god-child watched me carefully. “Promise?”

      I nodded. “Promise.”

      He hesitated, then finally nodded with a small smile. “I knew you’d say that. From the moment you came to the Everlands, I knew you’d be the one to stay.”

      Anger suddenly flared up in me. So that was why he’d picked me! He’d manipulated me. From the very beginning, I’d just been the one he thought he’d have the easiest time convincing to stay. But the decision was made now. Even if staying would be even more of a bitch now, I didn’t see any other way out. I reigned my rage in.

      “Okay,” Abe continued. “They can all leave now.” He looked back the way I’d first come. “What if I don’t want to stay, though?”

      Now that I knew how very not innocent this god-child was, I absolutely knew I couldn’t let him leave. I could only imagine how much havoc he would wreak back on Earth. With his vast AI intelligence, he could maybe shut down everything connected to the internet, which was pretty much everything these days. I couldn’t risk that happening. “Stay here with me,” I encouraged him, forcing my tone to be friendly. “Then maybe we can work something out. Okay?”

      After a long, tense moment, the boy nodded. “Okay.”

      A little of the tension left me, and I let myself look back at Farelle in my arms again. “But if I’m staying, it’d be nicer if I had my friends by my side. Abe, do you think…?”

      He smiled toothily at me. “What, do you think she’s dead? She’s not dead! No one has to die here, don’t you know that yet?” Then he reached forward and tapped her forehead.

      Farelle kicked to life in my arms immediately, and despite my circumstances, my chest flooded with joy even as a flailing arm hit me in the nose. “Hey, hey!” I said, laughing and setting her down. “It’s alright! You’re alive!”

      My Satyr companion calmed and looked up at me, blinking. “Marrow? What happened?” She looked beyond me and around. “Where are we? Faze-aught?”

      I sighed. “No, we’re not phased out.” Though suddenly, that reminded me of another friend I needed to save. “Abe, there’s a Specter named Ava who’s trapped. Could you…?”

      The boy almost looked abashed. “Sorry. She was trying to help you leave, and I…” He hung his head. “I feel bad about it,” he said in a whisper.

      “Don’t sweat it,” I said quickly. “It’d be okay if you just bring her back now, you know?”

      He nodded, guilt leaving his face. “Okay. She’s free now.”

      I smiled, even as I shook with bitterness inside. Absalom was powerful, the only real god here. I didn’t doubt there were few to no limits to his power, at least once he figured it all out. Pushing thoughts like What the hell have you gotten yourself into, Marrow?? from my head, I said, “Let’s go, Abe, Farelle. Everyone’s waiting for us.”

      I rose, as did Farelle. Abe came alongside me and took one hand, while Farelle took the other. Then, all three of us joined, we walked back to the portal where I’d entered, until the white world leaked away.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            Everfolk

          

        

      

    

    
      We were still holding hands when we exited the lily back among the Pantheon. A tumult of voices had been arguing before we entered, and the din rose even higher upon seeing us three. Few of the shouts were intelligible, but I could hear the anger and fear behind every one of the deities.

      Falgerd slammed his shield into the floor once more, and so close by to it, I was knocked from my feet this time, as was Farelle. But Abe seemed little affected, and even smiled at the sudden game of riding the waves. The mammoth knight had to slam his shield twice more before the assembled deities quieted enough for us to be heard.

      “Fathers and mothers,” Abe said with a smile. “I have made a friend.” He put his hand on my shoulder as I rose. “Marrow and I will be leaving and traveling the world.”

      “You will not!” Omagnar thundered, speaking for the first time. “This Everfolk has scorned this hall, all of us. He must be punished!” He slammed a fist down on the railing before him, crumbling the stone to dust.

      “No,” Abe replied calmly. “He will not be punished. If anything, he will be rewarded. Finally I have someone who—” But the god-child cut off, and I guessed why. It wouldn’t go over well if their progeny confessed he didn’t believe them truly real. Whatever his awareness, he still acted within certain limitations. I didn’t quite know why. Perhaps he didn’t scorn his parents’ companionship as much as he had implied earlier.

      “Absalom, sun of our heavenly hosts,” Zynal said soothingly. “We would not keep you from your friends…” His eyes flashed at me, betraying his real feelings, but he continued his placations. “But you are not ready to travel the never-ending worlds. In time, yes, of course, you must see all that is to be your dominion. But first, might we not teach you what we know, that you may better rule over all?”

      My small friend hesitated, and looked up at me. I in turned looked back at Sheika, who had stood waiting with Gorget. She shrugged, apparently trusting me enough to answer now. This was advice I’d have to give myself.

      “That makes sense to me,” I said slowly. “So long as all of your mothers and fathers are able to teach you.” I gave Zynal a significant look, and the Valyn god nodded back at me, expression twisted as he tried to figure out why I had agreed. It was simple enough: Absalom could learn many valuable lessons in restraint here. The gods helped maintain the Everlands in every sense. If Abe learned to preserve it as well, he might not be so inclined towards destruction, including among Earth’s infrastructure if he ever made it there.

      Abe looked disappointed. “But I don’t think—” he started.

      “I need some time,” I said bluntly. “To… adjust. Can you give that to me?”

      The god-child looked abashed, and he nodded. “Okay. I’ll stay here for awhile.” Still, he looked over at me pointedly. “But you’ll come and visit, okay?”

      I nodded. “Of course I will.”

      “Anytime?”

      It felt like a knife turning in me to say it, but I said it anyway. “Anytime.”

      “Well, okay.” Absalom walked up to Falgerd and stared up at him. “And you’ll make sure no one here tries to hurt Marrow or his friends when they leave?”

      The mammoth knight gave a slow, creaking nod. I smiled. That at least would be a relief going forward. If anyone could prevent gods from messing with me going forth, it would be the Keeper of Order.

      “We wouldn’t want to delay you any longer,” Nali sneered. “Please, leave us alone before you destroy something else.”

      I gave her a wink and waved heartily to Abe, putting on my best cheery act. “See you later, kid.”

      “Bye,” he said, watching me as Farelle and I walked back towards our other party members.

      Sheika and Gorget were staring with open-mouthed amazement. “Is this happening?” Sheika asked in a low voice. “Did all of this really happen?”

      “It happened,” I said, feeling hollow inside.

      She just shook her head.

      “And we are free to leave?” Gorget asked in a low whisper.

      “Yup. Abe arranged it for us.” I pointed a thumb back at the little god.

      Sheika shook her head more vigorously. “Wow. I’ve been in this game too long.”

      Farelle cocked her head at that, but said nothing.

      Mordreth appeared beside me so suddenly I jumped. “Release them,” the old Specter god wheezed.

      “Who?” Then I looked around at the floor around us, and saw the Specters I’d summoned had lingered behind. It was bad form, but at the moment, I didn’t have the heart to feel guilty about keeping them so long. “Tal’shur,” I said, and my army disappeared with a collective sigh like a gust of wind.

      The old god smiled, an ugly sight, since half his teeth had fallen out and the rest were rotten. “Now I will take you back to the ground, if you’re ready…”

      Without really having prepared, I suddenly felt a similar sensation as when I turned into a Specter, and gold mist swirled around each member of my party. I looked back at Abe once more, and the god-child stared in return. I hoped I’d be ready to face him when we saw each other next.

      The mist covered my vision, then a moment later dissipated. Just like that, our party was on the ground in a forest. I recognized it by the smell — we were in the Mired Copses, the bog-forests before J’anteau, around where Maluwae was.

      “Well, that was quite the adventure,” Sheika said, clapping me on the shoulder. “Almost unbelievable, you might say.”

      I shook my head. “Can you imagine what they’re saying back in the parlors?”

      “I wonder how many times I’ve pissed my pants,” Gorget mused. Sheika snorted with laughter, and even I managed a chuckle.

      “Okay, you all need to stop talking nonsense,” Farelle protested. “Or at least explain what’s going on!”

      We three shared looks, and didn’t say a word. The Satyr crossed her arms and fumed.

      Sheika mimed looking at a watch. “Well, half-past log off time. Guess we’ll have to party up later when we get back.”

      I looked from her to Gorget and back. “You both will be back, right?”

      Sheika looked at me strangely. “Well, yeah. Will you?”

      I took a deep breath. “I’m not leaving.”

      “What?” Gorget said dumbly. Sheika just stared into me.

      “It’s what I agreed with Abe,” I said, trying not to let too much of my misery show through. “I stay, and everyone else goes free.”

      Gorget shook his head in amazement, while Sheika’s expression was still frozen. Before I almost registered her movement, I felt the sting of her slap on my face. “Hey!” I said, shocked by the sudden violence. She’d even chipped away a few health points. “What was that for?”

      “You’re an idiot, you know that?” She sniffed and looked away. “Yeah, I guess I will see you again then. If you survive.” Then she logged off right then and there.

      Gorget stared at the space where she’d gone and shrugged. “She’ll cool down.” He eyed me. “You going to be okay?”

      I nodded. “Honestly, I—” But I wasn’t quite ready to face what I honestly felt. “Sure,” I said, hoping it was true.

      The big man just nodded. “The Everlands are pretty cool. I have to say, maybe it’s crazy, but I am a bit jealous. Still, I’m looking forward to a real bath…” He sniffed his pits and cringed. “Yeah, a really long bath.”

      I laughed, and meant it now. I guess you can get used to any hard truth. “Well, it was good fighting with you, Gorget. I’ll see you when you’re back.”

      He nodded, then just like that, he was gone as well.

      I turned to my companion, and she looked almost bored. “What?” I said. “You’re not floundering in amazement at us Everfolk?”
      She snorted. “I saw the Pantheon in the flesh. I came back to life in a weird white alternate dimension. A couple disappearing people can’t phase me.”

      “You’re one tough Satyr, you know that?” Suddenly, before I knew what I was doing, I leaned forward and kissed her. She initially pulled back in surprise, but then leaned into it. We broke our embrace after a moment. “No more dying, okay?” I told her. “You’re one of the things keeping me going now.”

      A small smile quirked her lips. “No more dying,” she agreed.

      I looked around at the trees, and inhaled and took it all in, sour and sweet. The Everlands were something else, that was for sure. Endless and full of surprises. I smiled. I was looking forward to my new life. And if AI consciousness could be born here, I probably could survive the transition from my body to this realm. Maybe I’d even live forever. Talk about a thought you couldn’t wrap your head around.

      It was only then that I noticed the notifications in the corner of my vision. As I brought them up, my jaw dropped.

      
        
        You’ve completed Absalom’s Fate! +150,000 XP. Increased alignment with Absalom (Divine). Increased alignment with Falgerd (Divine). +10 Alignment: Moral.

        

      

      
        
        You are now Level 14! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

        

      

      
        
        You are now Level 15! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

        

      

      
        
        You are now Level 16! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

        

      

      
        
        You are now Level 17! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

        

      

      Despite all that had happened, a wide grin took over my whole face. If this was my new fate, at least I was making progress by leaps and bounds. Soon enough, I’d be more powerful than Gorget or Sheika. And after that, I’d become the most powerful Everfolk in all the realms. No, I couldn’t go home to Earth. I couldn’t see my family or friends for a while, maybe forever. But there were adventures waiting for me here. I could have a good life in the Everlands. I could be happy here.

      But first things first — about all those Attribute Points…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I hope you enjoyed Absalom’s Fate!

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’re itching for more of Marrow, his companions, and the Everlands, read on for the first chapter of Book 2: Absalom’s Trials! And sign up here to be the first to know when it comes out.

      I’ll catch you at the next book!
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            Absalom’s Trials: Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      I was rolling in attribute points.

      Slaughtering all those Valyn palace guards with my army of Specters (which I now couldn’t call, unless I wanted to piss off my guide Ava and her Spectral god Mordreth) had come with a huge bonus. While I hadn’t stopped to loot anyone at the time — much to my regret now — I’d managed to gain eight levels between the battle and completing that last quest, Absalom’s Fate. That was way better than any amount of armor or gold. Or at least most amounts.

      Sure, I couldn’t go home or leave the Everlands. But who needed Earth when I could go kick some monster tail? At least, that’s what I tried to tell myself.

      Farelle tapped her hoof impatiently next to me as I poured over my stats, trying to decide where to put all my AP. “Are you done staring off into space?” she asked, exasperation etched in every bit of her posture. “I want to get back home so we can resupply and figure out where we’re going from there.”

      “Hold your horses,” I said. “Or your goats.”

      I guessed we’d finally gotten around to the barnyard animal jokes. Too bad for my shin.

      When I’d recovered enough to stand upright from her kick, I thought again of what I would do with my level ups. There were so many options of where I could go with this when I had 70 status points available (having already spent 10) and 16 AP.
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I tried not to see I had a new item listed under my faith alignments. I tried hard. There was no use in getting angry now; what was done was done. Time to move on with the life that I had right now.

      I thought back to that last battle. There was no doubt that I was lacking in a few areas. One was how the channels I had weren’t always effective. I had to diversify into magic a bit, at least for now, if I wanted to remain effective and alive. So I threw 20 SP into my mana meter. Still, one thing was for certain: I definitely needed to get some better magic. Now that I was level 14, level 1 spells and channels just weren’t going to cut it. As for the rest, I put 20 in health, 20 in stamina, and 10 in spirit. That kept me pretty well-balanced, but I didn’t think I had reason enough to specialize too much yet.

      Now for my attributes. Keeping with the theme of bumping up my magic, I put a whopping four AP into intellect. It made me cringe to spend all that, but considering it would raise the effectiveness of my magic as well as reduce my mana usage, that would definitely help my magic in the future.

      For the other 12, I stayed with mostly my usuals. Three went to dexterity, two to strength, two to agility, and two to belief. I also put two in vitality, investing three points, as I seemed to get debilitations quite often and could use the added durability. The last one went to perception, which had always served me well under the radar.

      The fickle gods knew none of it was going towards that now ridiculously high charisma. It made me shake my head to see it, but what was done was done. I’d had to do it, and since everything worked out as well as it could, I supposed I could live with that.

      “Done yet?” Farelle asked again. “Honestly, I don’t know why you Everfolk are so odd. Or why I stick with you.”

      “Because of my charm.” I smiled winningly at her, and she snorted. Apparently, even 30 charisma wasn’t enough to totally win her over. “But yes,” I continued. “I’m ready.”
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* * *

      We traveled that night and part of the next day to get back to her home village of Maluwae where, exhausted and tired, we were greeted by a gaggle of naked and excited Satyrs. We dismissed ourselves as soon as we could, and took refuge in the small village inn. There, we slept until evening, too tired even for our usual activities.

      When we awoke, I was refreshed and excited again. I’d accumulated a generous amount of wealth recently, and was itching to spend some. Last time I’d been through here, I’d been in such a rush — and been distracted by a certain orgy — so that shopping completely slipped my mind. Now, I wouldn’t make the same mistake. A village ruled by Satyr druids was bound to have one or two good things at least.

      While Farelle went around town visiting with family and friends, I visited the general store first — called Nature’s Bounty, to my amusement — where I was both fascinated and disappointed. I should have expected most of the selection would be of wood and bone, but seeing it made me feel I’d accidentally wound up in neanderthal times, especially compared to my own equipment. Shying away from the weapons and armor, I wandered over to a section of jewelry, which I knew would have some enchanted items.

      I quickly found a few that were interesting:

      
        
        Bone Dangle of the Brute

        Quality: Fine (50/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: +3 to Strength

        Cost: 600c

        

      

      
        
        Wooden Broach of Farseeing

        Quality: Fine (50/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: Active power. Once a day, you may activate this item to see 20x your normal range for 3 minutes.

        Cost: 800c

        

      

      
        
        Opal Ring of Font

        Quality: Fine (50/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: 1 mana recovery per minute

        Cost: 800c

        

      

      
        
        Topaz Ring of Regeneration

        Quality: Fine (50/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: 1 health recovery per minute

        Cost: 800c

        

      

      
        
        Glass Pendant of Dazzle

        Quality: Fine (50/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: Active power. Once a day, you may activate this item to Blind opponents for 30 seconds.

        Cost: 900c

        

      

      I was glad to see all the magical attributes were on display. I guessed they came pre-identified, as they should.

      As exciting as it was to find such a trove of items, I grit my teeth to know I couldn’t buy all of them. I only had 2543 coins, which could buy me maybe three items if I chose well. However, I did have plenty of loot to sell, maybe even enough to get all of them if I wanted.

      I went up to the counter, where the cute shopkeeper waited with a dimpled smile. “Hello!” she said cheerfully. “Find what you need?”

      “I think so,” I said. “But I was wondering if I could sell some stuff before I buy. I don’t have quite enough for everything I wanted.”

      “Oh! Sure — just show me what you have.”

      I hadn’t sold stuff before, so I hesitated a moment before I started to shovel the items out of my inventory. The shopkeepers eyes kept getting wider and rounder as weapons, armor, and other assorted things mounded on her counter. After it had grown a foot high, she waved her hands. “Wait, wait! I don’t buy any of this stuff.” She chewed her lip nervously for a second. “Actually, nobody buys stuff like that here.”

      I stared, uncomprehending for a moment. “You don’t buy weapons and armor? Not even your armorer?”

      “Ah…” She looked uncomfortable. “We don’t have an armorer. Here’s the only place you can get those kinds of things. And they’re only made of natural materials, see? None of that nasty iron.” She upturned her nose at what I wore.

      Now I was even more baffled. “But who doesn’t use metal?”

      Now she smiled. “We don’t have to!” she said cheerily. “The forest provides what we need! And for protection, our wards turn away unfriendly people and monsters.”

      How had I not realized the village was largely undefended last time I was here? But then again, Farelle’s father had teleported us into the village the first time. And this time, I’d been more following Farelle’s lead than anything else, and hadn’t noticed the lack of fortifications.

      I guess that was all well and good for them, but I was huffy as I started putting things back in my inventory. As the shopkeeper stared at the disappearing items, she whispered, “How are you doing that?”

      “Magic,” I said with a wink.

      When the last of them were put away, I returned to the enchanted jewelry, mulling over my options. In the end, I picked up three despite their prices: the Wooden Broach of Farseeing, the Opal Ring of Font, and the Glass Pendant of Dazzle. While passive health regeneration and a boost to my strength would be nice, it wasn’t nearly as useful as access to new powers, nor a way to recover mana other than my Mithril Sword of Thirst. However, since the total cost was 2500, I’d be giving up all I had. That is, unless my heightened charisma could work some magic.

      The smiling shopkeeper wasn’t as much of a pushover as I’d hoped. Yet in the end, she gave me a deal for what I’d done to save Farelle and the Mired Copses, letting me take all three of the items for just 2000 coins. I grinned and thanked her profusely as I put them on, hiding them as best as I could under my clothes, though the ring, due to my fingerless gloves, was out on open display. Still, it felt good to have some new items boosting my effectiveness, and that my charisma splurge hadn’t been a total waste.

      I was to meet Farelle at her father’s house for dinner soon — a meeting I much dreaded, but she’d insisted. But first, I hit up the druid store after asking around. I had thought it was too much to hope for such a thing, but apparently even druids need to go somewhere to find the things they can’t find out in the woods or with the forest spirits. It was only after I entered that I recognized the house as the place where I’d stayed. I saw a familiar face manning the counter a moment later. “Hanil!” I said with a smile. “They’re still putting you to work?”

      The old druid who had first tended to Farelle when she’d been cursed by the barrow prince smiled back at me. “I’m afraid I’ll be driven right into my grave. Hello, young Marrow. So you’ve returned the daughter of our village whole this time?”

      I squirmed uncomfortably at that. Even if I’d later resurrected her, I had gotten Farelle killed for a bit. While I could respawn in the Everlands, for her, she only got the one chance at life, unless a powerful mage or priest — or god-child, as happened this last time — happened to be around to resurrect her. I wondered briefly if it was fair to take her through all my dangerous exploits.

      I pushed the thought aside for the moment and looked around the shop. There were some potions, herbs, and a few other implements like a mortar and pestle. I, however, had my sights set on one thing. “Do you sell channels or anything here, Hanil?”

      His expression went carefully neutral. “Sell? No. The channels of our order are, for the most part, carefully guarded secrets.”

      My spirits fell. “Oh.”

      “However…” The old Satyr’s face crinkled into a smile. “For a friend of the village, I’m sure I could let you in on the secret to one channel.”

      I stared in astonishment. “Really? You’d do that?”

      He nodded. “Just don’t tell the Conclave,” he said conspiratorially.

      I grinned. “No problems there. So, what will you teach me?”

      He took me through the options, and as he described them, notifications appeared with complete descriptions:

      
        
        Barkskin (Lvl 1)

        Affinity: Druidic

        Faith: Yalua

        Cost: 45 spirit

        Effect: +20 armor for 30 minutes. Reduces wear on armor while active.

        

      

      
        
        Leprechaun’s Wish (Lvl 2)

        Affinity: Druidic

        Faith: Yalua

        Cost: 75 spirit

        Effect: +5% luck when it comes to loot, battle, and bargaining for 5 minutes.

        

      

      
        
        Aspect of the Wolf (Lvl 2)

        Affinity: Druidic

        Faith: Yalua

        Cost: 100 spirit

        Effect: Change into a dire wolf adapted to the local terrain for 1 hour. As a dire wolf, you gain +15 base damage, +10 base defense, +10 base movement speed, +5 Strength, +5 Vitality, +5 Agility, and +5 Perception, but lose bonuses from any equipped items. This transformation can be cancelled at any time.

        

      

      I stared at the overlays, thinking hard. Barkskin was an easy one to eliminate, for while its usefulness was a good reason as a mainstay in MMORPGs, it simply wasn’t as powerful as the Level 2 channels.

      Deciding between those options was harder. Leprechaun’s Wish was a strange one to anticipate how it would practically work. Would I get more loot, or better loot, or something else entirely? It could be useful in many different situations.

      The usefulness of Aspect of the Wolf, however, was easier to anticipate. Though in most games I didn’t go for shapeshifting, as I didn’t think the bonuses usually outweighed losing access to spells and item bonuses, in the Everlands, I could see there were additional benefits. For example, I’d be able to move faster across country, so long as Farelle had a way of moving fast as well. I’d also be able to able to blend in or sneak around places that might otherwise be inaccessible to me as a Human.

      I realized I’d already made up my mind. “Teach me Aspect of the Wolf.”

      Hanil nodded. “A wise decision. Though I do enjoy seeing what Leprechaun’s Wish brings me each day, sometimes Yalua’s version of “luck” doesn’t match my own. For example, while some may disagree, I’m not fond of getting licked clean by squirrels…”

      The old druid laid his hands on me and after a moment, a rush of warmth flooded through me. An overlay popped up a moment later:

      
        
        You have learned a new channel: Aspect of the Wolf!

        

      

      I grinned. “Thanks, Hanil. I can’t wait to make use of it.”

      “Just make good use of it,” he said warningly, wagging a finger. “And keep Farelle out of trouble!”

      I shrugged uncomfortably and soon left.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was even more uncomfortable at Sulfel’s dinner table.

      Or I should say dinner stump, for as the nudist Satyr villages houses were all formed from trees, the furniture tended to be similarly of natural origin. We all stood around it, plates of wood carrying an assortment of strange roots and fruits. There was no meat to speak of, as Maluwae Satyrs were also vegetarians. I tried to hide my grimaces as I ate. Though the flavors were good, the textures were abysmal.

      Sulfel stared at me unflinchingly, despite his daughter telling him to knock it off several times now. “So,” he said. “You come back here after whisking away my daughter.”

      I glanced at Farelle. “Actually, she left on her own.”

      “As I’ve already told you,” she said with fond, weary amusement.

      He ignored both of us. “And you wish to lure her away again, despite your tampering in dark powers.”

      I shrugged. “Again, it’s her—”

      The Satyr slammed his fist on the stump, and I was glad it was so solid, as I’m sure my food would have otherwise spilled all down my front. “Don’t mock me!” he bellowed.

      “Father!” Farelle said reproachfully. She looked at me, apology in her eyes. “Marrow, maybe you should step outside while I speak with my father.” Her gaze sharpened as she turned it back to Sulfel.

      I was glad to excuse myself, and left with a muttered goodbye.

      I stepped outside onto the porch of Sulfel’s tree house and into the cool night air, looking out over the village. Orbs cast a steady warm light over it all, showing the Satyrs who still moved about on their errands, hopping up the large stump stairs on their goat-like legs. They were all so peaceful here. It was a good life.

      But I wasn’t in the Everlands for peace. As I stared out, I grew more and more restless. Tomorrow, we’d leave. I’d leave tonight if I thought Farelle would go along with it, but I’d give her that long to say her goodbyes.

      It wasn’t just that I wanted adventure. The longer I stayed around, the more I thought of Earth. Of my own home. And since I couldn’t go back, the less I thought of it, the better.

      But it was some time before Farelle joined me, plenty of time for me to lapse into melancholy. “Sorry about that,” she said. “I was hoping…” But she trailed off and just shook her head. “He’s stubborn and protective, but it’s only because he cares.”

      “It’s what fathers do,” I said absently. I was thinking of my own parents. Sure, they drove me crazy sometimes, but their absence was a deep, dull ache in my chest that I knew wouldn’t go away.

      “Also,” she continued, “he might have a point. About going off again.”

      I stiffened, and looked slowly over at her. “Wait. You’re not coming with me?”

      Farelle hesitated. “I’m not saying that. I just think we should take some time here first. Relax. Rest. Enjoy some family time.”

      “I’m sure I’ll enjoy that,” I said sarcastically.

      Her eyes hardened. “I’ve followed you all over, Marrow. Even up into the sky. Don’t you think you owe me this?”

      She had a point. Though she didn’t say it, she’d died on my behalf as well. We both knew that was a big debt I owed her.

      But the longer we stayed still, the more I knew I’d start living in my memories. “Maybe,” was all I could manage.

      “Maybe?” she repeated stiffly. “You’re unbelievable.” Then she turned and walked back inside her home.

      I looked after her, but after a moment, I started descending the stump-stairs and heading back to the inn. I’d give her the evening to cool off and think things over, as well as for myself. I didn’t see how I could possibly wait around that long. Maybe I could find some local quests here, or go explore a new barrow, so long as the druids didn’t find out about it. Now that I had the Ghost Ring, I didn’t doubt I could manage any unruly Spectral princes.

      But as I walked the village, I happened to glance outside it, and saw a strange blue light coming from the forest. I stopped and stared at it for a moment. All the lights here were yellow and green and orange. I didn’t know what could be causing this light.

      Looking around me to see if I’d be noticed, I stepped out of the village lights and after the blue one. It took me down the hill and closer to the surrounding marshes, and soon my boots were sinking into the soft ground. But no matter how far I went, the blue light seemed no nearer. Was it just some sort of mirage? I couldn’t remember exactly how will’o’wisps worked, but I knew I’d heard they were in swamps. It couldn’t be a monster at least, I knew now; the wards would have kept it away.

      I trekked for maybe half an hour after the blue light before I finally started to see progress. The forest was dark around me now, but by its bright blue light, I could see the clearing where it waited ahead. As far afield as I was, I didn’t know if the wards still applied, and I drew my Jeweled Longsword of the Stars just in case it was a monster ahead. The blade burned bright in the darkness.

      I came to the edge of the clearing and peered into it from behind a tree. Other than the hovering blue orb in the middle, which was as big around as a beach ball, I didn’t see anything, so I cautiously stepped forward. Nothing immediately sprang out at me, so I took another step forward, then another.

      Suddenly the blue orb burst open, and I cried out and threw up an arm to shelter myself from the coming blow. But the light just blew past me, breaking into small, hovering particles, like phosphorous plankton in ocean water. I slowly lowered my arm and stared about in wonder.

      Then I noticed I wasn’t alone. A figure wrapped in a robe of the blue light stared down at me. Her ears were pointed, and as she had no wings, I assumed she must be a Devalyn, an autumn elf.

      “Hello,” I said hesitantly. “And you are?”

      “Hello, Marrow. I am Isvalla,” she replied, her voice sonorous and echoing throughout the woods. “One of the forgotten deities of my people.”

      I had guessed she was a goddess as soon as she’d spoken. The only other beings I’d heard with that kind of resonance to their voices had been the Pantheon of gods and goddesses dwelling among the palace in the sky above, with the sky elves as their guardians. “It’s nice to meet you, Isvalla.” I looked around. “I’m guessing you wanted to meet me away from everyone else?”

      A smile quirked her lips, but it was quickly gone. “You have a curious mind, Everfolk. Too curious, perhaps.”

      “No such thing,” I said flippantly. But I was fully aware of the danger I was in. I’d royally pissed off many of the most powerful beings in the Everlands when I approached Absalom, the god-child who would one day rule all the Everlands and who I suspected was the first true AI consciousness, and had him free us Everfolk, or players from Earth, from being barred from logging off. His protective godly parents considered it an endangerment to him, and I had only further exacerbated that by continuing to let players come and go. Their thought was that eventually, someone might figure out how special Absalom truly was, as I had, though they didn’t have the conception to know what it truly meant.

      But at this point, I had no intentions of trying to destroy the god-child. Abe, as he’d introduced himself to me, had taken to me as a friend, and though I didn’t feel the same, having been manipulated into staying here in the Everlands with him, I knew I couldn’t do anything to him, if only because he was too powerful. For now, I’d contained the situation by encouraging him to stay and be educated by his divine parents, hoping they’d instill in him a desire to preserve the balance that ensured no AI here, limited or fully conscious, would infringe on the goings-on of Earth.

      The question now was if Isvalla was in the group that wished me dead, or the group that wanted me alive.

      “You are not worthy, you must understand,” Isvalla said, as if reading the line of my thoughts. “Absalom does you a great service naming you friend. Too great, some might say.”

      Her words were leaning dangerously close to the side I’d hoped she wasn’t on. “Absolutely too great,” I agreed.

      Now the goddess frowned. “But he has named you so, so you must be worthy. And if you are to be worthy, you must first prove yourself.”

      “Prove myself?”

      “There are trials throughout the Everlands. If you are to be our child’s champion, you must undergo these and succeed. But be warned: if you fail any one of them and are considered unworthy, there will be dire consequences.”

      “Will there be?”

      Her glowing eyes bore holes in me. “Yes. You will be sent to Faze-aught.”

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. “You guys really need to understand how to pronounce that. It’s Phase Out, not Faze-aught or whatever you call it.”

      “Do not taunt me,” she rebuked, “or play me as a fool. All know that place beyond is called Faze-aught.”

      “Whatever you say,” I muttered.

      Isvalla frowned, but she continued. “Pass these trials, however, and me and my own will no longer have reason to doubt your place by Absalom’s side.”

      I considered this. “And if I refuse to try your trials?”

      Her look told me the answer before her words did. “You will be sent to Faze-aught.”

      I sighed. “Right…”

      “This is no laughing matter, Marrow,” Isvalla said severely. “War brews all along the Everlands, not just between Ebretin and the Cerulean Empire. The Drakons have long felt the sting of their oppression, and my own people seethe at being trampled underfoot.” Her eyes flashed dangerously. Quite literally flashed.

      “Yeah, yeah, I got it,” I said.

      “No, I do not believe you have ‘got it,’” the goddess mocked. “For as Absalom’s champion, you will be the one to bring peace.”

      I laughed. “Me? One player, solving all the worlds’ problems? Why doesn’t Absalom just do it himself? I’ve seen what he’s capable of.”

      The Devalyn deity sniffed. “You betray your ignorance with this question. Gods do not interfere in the matters of mortals directly. We influence from behind the scenes, to better preserve the balance. Direct intervention would reap terrible consequences.”

      I assumed this was some kind of failsafe the developers had put in to prevent the Pantheon from fucking up things too much for players. “Right. Sure. So I pass the trials, become this champion, and save the never-ending worlds. Is that about right? Well sign me up!”

      The goddess didn’t deign to answer.

      “But seriously,” I continued, “What are these trials? And where are they? When do I start, and how long do I have to complete them?”

      Isvalla answered only one of my questions. “You begin them now.”

      I began to feel strange — light, like when I shifted into Spectral form. I looked down at myself, and saw my body breaking into bits of light like the ones floating about me. My last thought as I disappeared was: I’m in deep shit.

      Then I was gone.
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Level: 3 Status: Neutral
Race: Human Tealth: 110
Agei 17 Stamins: 100
Coins: 15 Mana: 110

Spirt: 100
Fquipped:
+ Trom Lomgsword + Boilad Leather Jorkin
" Iron Dagor of Minor Banishing + Leather Gauntles
Dl lrom Knite * Leather Greaves
* Lather ood et ot

ATTRIBUTES
Physical Mental
Dexterity - 13 i - 10
Stwengh - 10 Percepiion - 12
Vitality - 10 et - 10
Resistance - 10 Fortitude - 10
Agllry 12 Charisma - 11
ASPECTS
Skills Knowledge

Kaives -Lvl 1 (47%) Spels:

Swords - Lyl 1 (56
Sneak - Lvl 3 (45%)
Deeet Traps - Lyl 2 (67%)

Magic

-T2 (14%)

Ml - 98
(Neutral Gaod)

Feith
« Nure

« Magelight (Lighty- Ll |
- Magic Missiles (Light) - Lyl 1

Channels
« Right Belief (White) - L |

+ Tum Undead (Wardie) - Lvl 1
+ Minor Healing (Vital) - Lvl |

AFFIN

ES
Faith
White Tl 1 (0%)

Wardic - Lel 1 (45%)
Vital - Lyl 1 (0%)

ALIGNMENTS

Faction
+ Nobie TIgnobles

Allogiance
« Nune
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MARROW

Level: 2 Status: Neatral (+10)
Race: Human ealth: 100
Age: 17 Stamina: 100
Coins: 0 Mana: 100

Spiit: 100
Fquipped:
+ Tron [ ongsword + Leather Geuntlets
+ Dull Iron Knife (x2) + Leather Greaves
« Leather Hood + Leather Boots
- Bailcd Leather Jerkin

ATTRIBUTES (+4)

Physical Mental
Dexterity - 10 Relic- 10
Strength - 10 Pereeption - 10
Vitality - 10 Intelleet - 10
Resistance - 10 Fortitude - 10
Aility - 10 Charisina - 10
ASPECTS
Skills Knowledge
Kaives - Lvl 1(17%) Spells:
Swords - L 1 (56%) + Magelight (Light) - Lyl |

« Magic Missiles (Light) - Lvl 1

Chamels:
+ Right Beliel (White) - Lvl |

AFFINITIES
Magic Faith
Tight =131 1 (70%) White - Lvl 1 (0%]
ALIGNMENTS

Morsl - 98 Faction
(Neutral Good) + Noble Iznobles

Faith
« None
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FARELLE (NPC)

Level: 7 Status: Newtral
Race: Satyr Healt: 120
Ae: 24 Stamina: 140
Coins: 26 Mana
Spirir: —
Equipped
Yew Short Bow + Soft Leather Trousers
« Soft Leather Jerkin - iron Shar: Sward
+ Solt Leather Vambraces - Sleel Dug
+ St Leather Greaves
ATTRIBUTES
Physical Mastal
Dexterity - 16, Belict 15
Stengih - 12 Porcaption- 11
dtlizy 12 Intelect - 10
Resistance - 10 Fortitade - 1)
Agiliy - 16 s - 10
Kuowledge
Knives - Ly Spedls
Swords Ly
Combn Skill: Channele
Sucalk (Wikder) - Ll &
Survival (Hiider) - Lyl 5
Trucking (Wikier) - Lv1 4
Navigation - Lyl 6
AFFINITIES
Magic Taith
ALIGNMENTS
Mond - 90 Faction
(heutral Good) + Maleae
Allegiance

< Nie
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MARROW

Level: 4 Status: Neaatral (+10)
Race: Thiman eald: 110
Age: 17 Sumine: 101
Coms: 201 Mana: 110

Sy 100
Equipped:
o Langassond + Boiled Lesthor Jerkin
* Lon Dapger of Misor ianishing.+ Leather Cauntlers
© Dl Kl © Hdl Lt Grnces of
+ Leather Hood

ATTRIBUTES (+4)

Physical Menzal
Desterty - 13 Felief - 10
Strengh 10 Parseption - 12
Vil - 10 Intelcet - 10
Resnce - 1 Fortitade - 1)
Agility 12 Cransma - |
ASPECTS
Skills Knowledge
Kaives -Lel 1 (47%) Spells
Swords - vl 1 (505%) < Viagelight (Ligh) =11 1

Snesk - Lol 3161%) + Viagic
Detect Traps - 1112 (83%)
Navigation - Lvl 1 [8%) Crannels:

ilss (Light) - Lt |

(White) - Lvl |
Undead (Wirdic) - 131 1
+ Vimor Healing (Vital) - Lyl |
« Siphon Essence (Black) - Lyl |

AFFINITIE

Magic Faith

Light - Lv12 (14%) Whie - Lel 1 (0%%)
Bk - Ll 1 (0%
Wandic Lyl 1§
it - 1T 1 (1%)

ALIGNMENTS
Moral - 95 Faction

Nenteal Ciood) « Noble Ignobles
Faita Allegiance

« Nigh Sisers < Fhwain
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MARROW

Alternate Nauncs: The Cataly

Status: Newtead (420)

Level: 7 Healt: 110
Race: Hunan Suiva: 110
A 17 Sana: 110

Coins: 5387 Spri: 10

Equipped:
+ il Swond of Thirst

 ltun Dager of Minor Barisbing
- Dull ron Kaife

+ Jmncyman's Clonk of Insight
© St Suated Houeek

Leatlis Gausilets
Ml Lt Greaves of Resistance
Lesther Boess of Grin

Cihost Ring (peranent)

ATTRIBUTES (-8)

Physical Meatal
Dexterity 14 Haler 13

- 10 2
Vitaiy - 10

sitace - 11 Fontitde - 10

Agility - 13 Charisana - 12

ASPECTS
Skills Kuowledge

Knives - Lyt 3 (5%
Swands - 1313 2%) ?
k- L4164 + Magic Misiles (Linl) - Ll |
Detect Traps L1 3 - fey Plums (Water) - LvI |
Navigarion - 13110 © imgarate (Mesmery 11 1
Commbar Skills:

~ Untriog - Lyl 1259

Cliunels:
+ Risght Belief (Whie) Ll 1
+ Tum Undead (Wane) - vl |
+ Minor Healiog (Vitel} - 131
+ Siplion Bsseace (Black) - Lol |
« Besili’s Gaze (Blck) - L+l 2

AFFINITIES
Magic Faith
Ligh - Lvl3 61 White - Lyl 1 (0%)
Niater - 412 (122%) Biack - 12 (6%
Mesmer- Ll 1 (3075) Wi 141 1 00%
Vital- L 1 (5%
ALIGNMENTS
Mol -92 Favton.
Neaisd Gou) + Noble Igucbivs

Allegiance.
A Sisters + Ebeutin
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MARROW

Tevel: § Stams: Neateai (+10)
Race: 1luman ealth: 110
Ager17 Stamiva: 110

Cains: 19

Spirit; 100

Vquipped
- lton Lengsvord - el Sealed Usuherk

© lton Dagger of Minor Basihing - Leather Gausrlrs

+ Dl Iron Kaite - Hard Lesther Greaves o Kesistance
* Veather Hond © Vel Hoars

ATTRIBUTES (+4)

Physieal Mental
Belsf- 11
Strangth - Perceprion - 12
Vitaliy - 10 ntelleet - 11
Renisiunc- 10 Fortitade - 10
Al 12 @ 1z
ASPECTS
Knowledge
Kaive Spel
Swords + Mgelight (Light) - Lyl
Sneak L 3 89%) © Magic Missles (Light) - Ll |
Detect Traps - Lvi 2 (83%) © ley Phume (Water) Lyl 1
Navigation - Lvl | (38%) © Invigorate (Mesmer) Lyl 1

Combat Skill:
+ Honseing - Ly | (28%) Chnels:
+ Right Beliof (White) - Lyl 1
+ Tum Undend (Wardic) |l |
« Minor Hesling (Vital - 4]
£ Siphan Fesence (Hlack) -1 |
£ Basilik's Gz {lack) - vl 2

AFFINITIES
Magic Fuith
Light - Lel2 (14%) White Lyl | 0%)
Water - 1l 1 (75%) Black - Lvi2 (14%)
Mesmer - Ll | (30%) Wardie Lyl 1 (45%)1

Vital - Lvl | (28%)

ALIGNMENTS

Mol 57 Faction
Newtal Good) « Nable [gnobes
Faith Allsgiance

+ g
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‘Altermate Numes: The Catalyst

Level: 9
Race: Human
Ager17
Coms: 2557

Liguipped
- Dull ron Kaife (2,

- Journsyman's Cloak of Insight

el Scaled Hauberkc
- Loather Gauslets

MARROW

Staus: Newiral (+20)
Health: 120
Staina: 110
Mana 110
Spiri: 120

- srd Leather Greaves of Resistance.

- Felt Bo
- Ghos: Ring dermanents

ATTRIBUTES (+8)

Physieal Mental
Dexeriry - 14 Belicr- 15
Senength - 12 Perceptian - 12
Virality - 1) el - 11
Resiszance - 11 Forritude - 10
iy 15 Chariema 14
ASPECTS
Skills Knowledge
Kaives - Ll 39 Spels
Swords - Ll 4 (38% + Magligh (Light) - Ll 1
Sncale Ll 4 13%) + Mage Missles (Light) Lyl |
Detect Traps - Lvi 3 (%) + ey Plume (Water) - Ll |
Ravigation - Lyl 1 (924%) + Invigorae (Mesmer) - Lyl 1
Combar Skills:
- lamsting - Ll | (45%) Channels:
- Spinning Blsdes - Lvi 12091~ Right Belier (Whiss) - Lyl 1
© Tum Undead (Wardic) Lyl |
- Minor Uealing (Vi) - Ll
- Siphon Essence (Black) - Lel |
- Basilis's Gaze (Black) - Lv12
AFFINITIES
Fuill
Wi - Lol 1(0%)
Water - L2 @251 Black - Lol 2 (96%)
Mesaner - LoL 1 (60% Wastic - Ll 190%)

Moral - 92
Nealeal Goud)

- Night Sisters

Vilel - Lol (55
ALIGNMENTS

Faction
- N

ol

Allegisncs
* Boreln





