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Author’s Note
This novel was originally released as Nagant War. Following the release of The Tetra War saga, it was revamped, edited, and generally improved in every way. It is with great pleasure that I’m able to now release it as I originally envisioned it in my mind’s eye. I hope you enjoy it as much as I enjoyed writing it.
 
Michael Ryan, April, 2018
 



Chapter One
That a Rhith World exists axiomatically means it’s part of reality; our job at Rhith Corp is to make the transition between competing realities seamless.
~ CEO Jon Theron
Dale Brown’s courage grew exponentially when he logged into any of the bestselling Rhith World multiplayer online constructs. In virtual reality, Dale was a new person.
In real life he lived with his parents and little brother in a rent-protected apartment in a middle-class neighborhood outside Cincinnati, Ohio. A recent high school grad, he was applying for technical colleges, and that would mean freedom. No nagging parents, no annoying sibling, and maybe he’d meet friendly coeds.
He hadn’t dated in high school, except online. He was more skillful than most gamers, and his advanced level of play gave him the boldness to parlay banter and joint quests into the occasional private message.
Occasionally he’d enter a video chat. That was the extent of his love life.
On an otherwise ordinary Thursday morning, he sat at the kitchen table and asked his mother to pass him the milk.
“You’ll have to be more responsible when you’re on your own,” she scolded. “You need to learn to cook something besides instant noodles.”
“I know, Mom,” he grumbled. “We’ve talked about this.”
“Don’t take that tone with me,” she said. “I can still cut off your allowance.”
“Sorry.”
“Finish your breakfast and get dressed. The university conference is in two hours. You know how your dad gets if we’re late for anything.”
Dale didn’t speak. He finished his cereal and drank the remaining milk directly from the bowl. He considered putting his dishes in the sink but decided to start working on becoming a responsible adult. Once his university classes began, he would be forced to devote less time to playing MMOs and more time to his studies.
He leafed through a pile of colorful brochures sitting on the kitchen counter. The best schools had been trying to pre-recruit him since his junior year. He eyed one: “We have Corporate Marketing Funds to Burn.”
Dale dumped them in the trash.
He realized he’d dropped a black and green envelope into the bin and fished it out. It looked like a government document – an official announcement, which was probably bad news. His name in red ink confirmed his impression. Nothing good ever came in official envelopes.
“Shit,” he whispered.
“Dale, your mouth,” his mother corrected from across the room.
“Sorry,” he said, and tore open the envelope.
Dear Mr. Dale Brown,
This notice is to inform you that you are required by law [section 34, subsection 654a] to present yourself for testing and trials for possible selection into the Earth United Defense Army, EUDA, on May 17, 2043.
This program is part of the voluntary community service requirements of the Stacy-Ryan Hartford Bill.
Please be aware that the Unified States of America, as well as your home state, will prosecute, to the fullest extent, any law-breaking actions, including, but not limited to:
Failure to appear, test, or serve at capacity.
Your testing site:
Heatheron Memorial Complex
49420 W. Finders Way
Cincinnati, OH XE897-345B
Log into your official State of Ohio Schooling and Enrichment account and schedule an appointment today. Thank you.
S/Master of Recruitment: Col. W. M. Nicholson
Dale sighed. He folded the legally binding order and slid it in his pocket. “Shit,” he muttered again.
“Dale! Please. Your brother will hear you,” his mother scolded.
“He’s wearing headphones,” he mumbled.
“Still, it’s not polite. What’s the matter?” His mother put down her e-reader and gave him a concerned look.
“Nothing,” he said.
“It’s not nothing, honey. I know you too well for that.”
“I don’t want to talk about it,” he said. He wasn’t comfortable explaining the complex machinations of his mind to anyone, especially his mother. “I’m going to my room.”
“Be ready on time–”
“Yes, I know.”
 
When Earl Brown walked into the kitchen, the first thing he noticed was the empty envelope sitting on the countertop. “Where’s Dale?”
“In his room, sulking.”
“I was afraid of this,” Earl said.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“Ohio passed a community service bill three days ago. They’re conscripting young adults into a volunteer program. I’m not sure how they mangle the language so…it’s why Dale’s upset. If the government’s selected him to ‘volunteer’, he’ll have to delay starting college for a year or two.”
She frowned. “That doesn’t seem fair.”
“Since when do bureaucrats care about fairness?”
“You’ll talk to him?” she asked.
“Of course,” he said, “but I doubt it’ll do any good.”
 
Dale depressed the power button on his Rhith Console.
“Now what?” Brian Daniels, his best friend, asked him.
They were communicating over the Rhith Chat app running on their computers.
“Hold on,” Dale said as he undressed. “Ummm, let me turn off my camera for a minute.”
Dale ditched his underwear. He crawled into the soft black Rhith Suit and sealed everything except the face cover. He switched the camera back on and smiled.
“So now what?” Brian asked.
“I close this flap on the helmet. It kind of feels like warm plastic gelatin in here, and–”
“That looks totally claustrophobic.”
“It has an emergency command to exit,” Dale said.
“You should try it before–”
“I will. Don’t worry. I read the reviews. Once you get used to a little initial vertigo, it’s supposed to feel just like you’re there.”
“Where to first?” Brian asked.
“I have to finish the tutorial, but after I finalize my character calibrations, I’m playing Nagant Wars.”
“Now? I thought you were going to wait until I got my gear.”
“Well, I am,” Dale said. “I’ll wait for you before I start, but I might just log in to check it out. Besides, I have to go with my parents to that conference–”
“Me too,” Brian said. “See you there?”
“Sure.” Dale closed the face cover and spoke a log-in command.
His reality changed.
Later that evening, the Browns entered a conference hall filled with university recruiters.
Brian appeared out of the crowd. “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Brown.”
“Hey there, sport,” Earl said.
Rhonda smiled. “How are you, hon? I haven’t seen you since – well, gee – since last weekend. You know, when you and Dale woke Jeremy at one in the morning. I spent an hour getting him back to sleep.”
“Sorry, Mrs. Brown. We got – um – we had this level to get past. I’m sorry I yelled.”
“Apology accepted,” she said. “I know I’ll miss you both when you’re off to school. Even the noise. Even picking up after you. Even putting away things you leave out in the kitchen. Even putting your dishes in the dishwasher–”
“Mom, please,” Dale said. “You’re embarrassing me.”
“If we even get to go to school, I’ll be surprised,” Brian grumbled.
Rhonda frowned.
“Don’t remind me,” Dale said. “I was trying to forget.”
“Think positive, boys,” Earl said. “My grandfather fought in Vietnam. He claimed it made him into the man he became, and–”
“Earl!” Rhonda interrupted. “Your grandfather committed suicide. I don’t think your pep-talk skills are helping. This community service business is…” She shook her head. “I don’t want to think about it.”
“Maybe we won’t get selected,” Brian offered.
“Maybe,” Rhonda said. “But I watched this television special the other night. Honey–”
“The one about flipping old trailer parks?” Earl asked.
“No, not that one,” Rhonda answered. “The one about all those cases of post-trauma syndrome–”
“You mean PTSD?”
“Yes! That’s the one. Don’t you pay attention to me?”
“Of course, dear,” Earl said. “But I don’t think Dale is really going–”
“You’re not paying attention at all. It was about soldiers playing Nagant Wars, the Rhith game. They’re getting hospitalized due to–”
Dale interrupted. “Mom, I’m sure those are just–”
“Dale,” his father said, “don’t interrupt your mother.”
“Sorry, Mom,” Dale said.
“In any case, she’s right,” Earl said. “In-game soldiers are having mental problems.”
“And deaths,” Rhonda said.
“Yes,” Earl said. “There’s a big lawsuit–”
“I’m sure we’ll be okay, Mrs. Brown,” Brian said. “Even if we get selected, only the dumb recruits are sent to dangerous places or war zones. I’m pretty sure we won’t get sent to somewhere like Sub-Saharan Africa. Dale won’t be sent anywhere unsafe; he’s way too smart. He’ll probably end up as a programmer stuck someplace boring, like New Des Moines.”
The number of prestigious schools hunting for talent was astonishing. The advances made by Rhith Corporation had put tremendous pressure on its competitors; the latest Rhith Console coupled with the newest generation Rhith Suit had broken such new ground that rivals were beginning to fall into two categories: the bought-out and the bankrupt.
The list of jobs associated with virtual reality was long: VR systems engineers, programmers, hardware developers, wetware integration developers, cross-platform program designers, model makers, sculptors, artists, voice-over actors, team leaders, multimedia experts, and on and on.
“It’s amazing,” Earl said.
“We should try for the same school,” Brian said, and patted Dale on the back.
“As long as it’s Prootingham Technical University,” Dale answered. “They have the best skeleton reconstruction and development department in the world.”
Dale’s specialty was designing complex skeletal structures for use in gaming constructs. The year before, he’d won first place in an all-state programming competition. He’d built a monster construct that combined the bone structures of a Tyrannosaurs rex and an African bull elephant, two of his favorite extinct animals.
 



Chapter Two
Duty is no less to me than breathing.
~ Prime Minister Harkington
Lia De la Espriella slipped her tanned legs into her Rhith Suit and pulled the spongy material over her hips. She unclasped her bra and launched it across the room with a thwack. The metallic squeak of her bedroom door opening startled her, and she instinctively crossed her arms to cover her breasts.
“Hold on!” she yelled.
Her seven-year-old brother, Alejandro, stuck his head in the room.
“I’m half-naked,” she complained.
“Sorry,” Alejandro said, and walked into her bedroom.
Lia felt she deserved privacy, but after her mother had allowed her a Rhith Console for her nineteenth birthday, she’d forbidden Lia from locking her door whenever she was suited up.
“I want to play,” Alejandro whined.
“You’re not old enough.”
“How come?” he asked. He touched the black suit and inspected the hoses, wires, and multicolored flashing lights.
“Be careful,” Lia scolded. “If you disconnect something, I’ll have to start over.”
He tugged on a cord.
“Stop that!” she snapped.
“But I want to play too.” He pouted. “It’s not fair.”
“You couldn’t handle the pain,” Lia said. “This game simulates battles.”
“I could too!”
She shook her head. “It’s too realistic. It’s worse than the time you fell off Mustango and hurt your arm.”
“Why?” he asked.
He continued fiddling with the suit until Lia slapped his hand away.
“Ow!”
“That was nothing,” she snapped. “You should feel what it’s like getting–”
Their mother shouted at Alejandro from the hallway. “Leave your sister alone!”
Lia pulled her hair into a ponytail and reinspected the leads her brother had touched. She looked at him before she closed the faceplate. “Go on, before Mom freaks out.”
When he was gone, she finished with the last of the connections and moved her arms and legs in a series of rehearsed motions.
“System status operational,” a computerized voice announced.
“Open Nagant Wars,” she commanded.
Lia’s avatar was the in-game character Princess Talargo, a role she’d played since the release day of Nagant Wars
Online. She’d picked the character and received administration approval minutes after logging onto a server called Planet Almaach.
Only a thousand players worldwide had received unique in-game roles to play. The avatars were constructed to behave similarly to non-player characters in older versions of MMOs, but with the enhanced variable of being controlled by a person instead of a program.
The opening week of NWO had brought in over five million players. In spite of a new record price for a monthly subscription, the prospect of joining the game in its infancy was too tempting for many to pass up. Those who didn’t receive special characters still had the option of choosing from hundreds of combinations of races and guilds.
Unlike Lia and others who’d received unique roles, the regular public players had been restricted to using personal avatars that resembled themselves in the role-playing aspects of the construct.
In battles, quests, and player-versus-player action, the game allowed the use of nonhuman avatars.
Lia, in her role as Princess Rohini Talargo, paced the war room she found herself in after logging in. She studied maps and magic guides. Considering her options, she bit her lower lip.
“Ouch,” she mumbled. Even the smallest thing a player did in the construct was felt in their real-world body.
The prime minister of her father’s kingdom, Franklin Harkington, frowned. With a stare that appeared to convey fatherly concern, he spoke softly. “I know it’s asking you–”
“It’s my duty,” she snapped.
Lia wasn’t sure if Harkington was a unique character, like Rohini, or one of the millions of non-player characters – an NPC programmed into the system. She’d asked him about it once, but he’d frowned at her without speaking.
“Where is the jewel now?” she asked.
“It’s being smuggled into the city tomorrow,” he said.
“I’ll take it to the Arodian Mountains. I’ll place it–”
He interrupted her with an outstretched hand. “Don’t tell me more. If I fall into enemy hands…”
“Of course,” she agreed.
The role of Princess Talargo came with a vibrant in-game history. She’d grown up in the city of Irkalla, on the planet Almaach, and had trained to become a diplomat under her father’s tutelage. When Rhith administrators had awarded Lia the role, she’d agreed to accept unbreakable terms: she had to be the character whenever logged in, and unlike other players, many choices would be made for her as the game progressed.
Her minute-by-minute actions, however, were hers alone.
She decided a new acronym for a hybrid NPC-PC was required, and came up with TPC – transitional player character.
The Jewel of Sartozel was the name of the item that other gamers were smuggling into her father’s city. Possessing it would put her avatar’s life in danger, but royalty came with obligations.
The threat made the game more exciting, and she had yet to regret accepting the role.
Her father, the king, entered the war room. He approached with a regal gait and stopped in front of her. Looking her in the eyes, he tilted his head towards her and air-kissed both cheeks. “Rohini, how are preparations coming?”
“They’re fine, Father,” she answered. She smelled beer on his breath. “I’ve decided where I want to hide the jewel. I’d like your opinion.”
He held up his hand. “No. Don’t tell me.”
“Father, do you really fear being taken as a hostage?” she asked. Lia wondered if it was possible to torture an NPC for information, and then considered whether the role of king was even a real person. Perhaps he wasn’t a non-player character, but rather was an actual human like herself?
That might mean she’d been getting hugs from an overweight forty-year-old logged on to Nagant Wars from his mother’s basement.
God, I hope he’s not some creeper.
Rhith Corporation equipped all players with an in-game artificial intelligence construct. Lia had named her AI John. The personalities often seemed real, and they were capable of hearing direct thoughts. John intruded into the action when he had something important to say about the role she played.
John: He’s not, as far as I can tell.
The game’s artificial intelligence personalities spoke directly inside a player’s head, like an alternate personality. Lia had felt like she’d developed a case of schizophrenia until she’d gotten used to it.
Lia: How would you know for sure?
John: I wouldn’t, I suppose, but the probabilities are high that I’m right.
The king interrupted her thoughts. “It’s always possible.”
“What’s possible?” she asked, having already forgotten the question she’d asked.
“It’s better to be cautious,” her father said. “It’s always possible I could be taken hostage.”
“Really?” she asked. “But you wouldn’t betray me, would you?”
“No.” He removed his crown and scratched his head. “War is likely, sooner than later. Don’t fear, Princess. I won’t betray you, even if I’m fed alive to dragonlings.”
“And I will do my duty,” she said.
He nodded confidently. “You will succeed,” he announced. “I’m sure of it.”
“Long live the king!” she shouted. Gaining levels in the Nagant Wars required players to acquire experience points. She knelt and kissed his ring. When Lia stood – in her real bedroom wearing the Rhith Suit – her avatar mimicked her. The sound of +500XP being added to her account rang out.
Bing!
The in-game notifications screen blinked. Congratulations! You’ve reached Level Four.
Lia considered where she should distribute her newly acquired stat points. The structure was straightforward. At each level, a player was given ten stat points to distribute between five attributes.
Vigor.
Pansophy.
Serendipity.
Adroitness.
Thaumaturgy.
Deciding on a strategy was essential not only for staying alive, but to avoid unnecessary pain. Vigor was the strength attribute and was valued most by those who preferred to play the traditional role of a “tank.” Tanking required a player to attract as much attention from an enemy force as possible.
Pansophy was the intelligence and wisdom attribute. Adding intelligence to a character’s avatar allowed the player to solve riddles and puzzles easier with the help of AI. Serendipity affected in-game luck, as well as blessings from those avatars who were part of religious races or cults. High serendipity was favored by those who lusted for rare loot drops, and also by gamblers.
Adroitness contributed to the dexterity and hand-eye coordination of an avatar and was important to those players who chose to use longbows or thrown weapons. It was favored by those who played damage-dealing roles.
Thaumaturgy affected the magical ability of a character and applied equally to players stacking for dark mana as it did for those playing support roles stacking for light mana. It was most important for those who preferred to be in-game healers.
The rules required that players place at least one stat point to each attribute per round, but the other ones could be used evenly or stacked in favor of one characteristic. Additional stat points were given in each round as a bonus based on the character’s in-game race and class. Lia’s avatar was a woodland elf called the Nefyn, and it automatically stacked towards healing.
She assigned two additional points each to vigor and adroitness, and the last one to thaumaturgy, and then began her mission in the Arodian Mountains.
 



Chapter Three
The continuity problem might exist every time you fall asleep.
~ Cole Green
Dale and Brian entered the PTU testing facility one week after their parents had consented and signed the forms.
Brian had awkwardly asked Dale whether he would accept a scholarship to PTU even if Brian didn’t make it in.
“Duh,” Dale had said. “It’s my dream school.”
“But…”
“You’ll get into a good school–”
“I don’t mean that.”
“What are you talking about, then?”
“Never mind,” Brian had answered. “Forget it.”
The Prootingham Technical University Cincinnati Campus took up an entire city block. Hundreds of people bustled through the campus, like ants entering and exiting an anthill.
It took them two hours to pass through security, which required a retinal scan, fingerprints, and blood and hair samples. When the screening was complete, the university took a photo and a voice imprint for future identification.
No exceptions were permitted, and once a citizen agreed to enter their data, they were tracked and cataloged for life.
“This is worse than Facebook,” Brian said.
“Doesn’t matter,” Dale said. “We’ve been tracked since we left the hospital as newborns.”
They were guided to an office, where an old woman with soft, friendly eyes handed them each a form.
“Old-fashioned paperwork, boys,” she said.
“How come?” Brian asked.
“Handwriting analysis…and it’s impossible to claim you didn’t write the answers.”
Dale looked at the form, sat at one of the desks, and worked at filling out the sheets. It had been years since he’d actually used an ink pen, and his handwriting was rough.
After three hours of paperwork, Dale and Brian were separated, and Dale was taken to a computer station for more testing. When he finished answering questions, solving puzzles, and fixing bugs in test programs, he was directed to a plush office for a face-to-face interview.
“Please sit, Mr. Brown,” a well-dressed man said. “Can I get you a drink? Coffee? Water?”
“No, thank you, sir,” Dale said.
“Did you expect the testing to be so thorough?” the man asked.
“No, sir.”
“I wouldn’t expect you to. We have severe penalties in place for revealing info about our protocols. I’m glad to hear you didn’t find anything online.”
“No, sir,” Dale said again.
“You did look, I assume?” He smiled like a co-conspirator.
“Oh, um, yes, of course.” Dale figured he’d get caught if he lied. Besides, everyone hunted for university test questions.
“It takes two weeks for your results to be analyzed. They’re then compared to your standardized test scores uploaded by your high school. And we do extensive background checks and a complete analysis of all your gaming, going back a decade, but sometimes longer.”
“Wow,” Dale said. He wondered if they’d found all of his accounts, but decided not to ask.
“I’ve noted your awards for design and construction. Those are the reason you’re here.” The man stood and walked towards a wall covered in framed photographs. “You might recognize some of these faces.”
“I do,” Dale said. He’d noticed the photos when he’d first entered the room. A knot of anxiety twisted in his stomach. He was up against the very best.
“It’s not just the Japanese, Chinese, Russians, and Brazilians you have to worry about these days. No, you’re facing world-class applications from South Africa, Australia, and several young women from New Zealand. Perhaps you’ve seen the Tech-Talk that Samantha Fallows did last year on the limits of knowledge concerning facial bone reconstruction of the Neanderthal?”
“I did,” he answered. “She’s very talented.”
“That’s the competition.”
“It’s…” Dale looked again at the wall of photographs. “It’s super impressive.”
“Yes. But that’s not the only issue you’re facing. Samantha is a citizen of New Zealand. And New Zealand doesn’t have any government service programs – no, um – what do you Americans call them? Volunteer programs?”
“Yeah.” Dale frowned. “I don’t want to go.”
“No, of course not,” the interviewer agreed. “But we must take into account the fact that you could be conscripted into government service. You could get shipped off somewhere…”
“God,” Dale said. “This is depressing.”
“It would be a waste of talent, but these things are decided by powers outside of the university’s control.”
“Yes, sir. I know that. I haven’t done the government testing yet, and I really don’t want to get sent to war.”
“Unfortunately, students and soldiers are both commodities.”
“I don’t understand.”
“War might be forced on you, and there won’t be a damn thing you can do about it.”
The following week, while Dale waited for his results, Brian finally received his Rhith Console and Rhith Suit.
On a Saturday morning, Dale watched his friend via the chat app on his laptop. Brian carefully opened the packaging of his new gear. Dale, being experienced, talked him through the setup.
“Blind camera,” Brian said.
Dale’s screen went black, but the audio remained on. “This feels weird,” Brian said. “Why do I have to be totally naked?”
“The Rhith Suit adapts your experience to your body’s responses. Clothing screws up the sensors. The tech’s a trade secret, but I heard something about Rhith creating realistic sex games. Just hurry up and you’ll see for yourself.”
“That’s freaky, dude.”
“I guess,” Dale said. He knew more about sexual role-playing than he was letting on, but he wasn’t going to talk to his friend about it. “Are you done yet?”
“I am. Restore camera,” Brian said. “Now what?”
“Watch me, and do the same. Once you’re logged in, you can use voice commands to send me a friend request,” Dale said.
Dale held up his helmet. The face mask had an integrated heads-up display and also provided filtered air. The oxygen supplied by the system could come as crisp mountain air or stale dungeon stink, depending on the game environment. The face mask also tuned into the user’s expressions, which were mimicked onto their avatars.
If a player smiled, the avatar smiled.
The unit provided sound and listened for voice commands.
Players interacted inside the Rhith Corporation’s virtual worlds as if they were there, and once logged in, a person felt pain, whether they stubbed their toe or were stabbed or bitten.
The actual degree of pain was calibrated depending on a player’s experience and level.
More critical to Rhith Corp’s profits was the pleasure that could be felt. When inside a Rhith Suit, human touch, eating, drinking, and even the sensation of swimming or the sun on your face were all amazingly real.
And to the delight of socially awkward people, in-world sex was not only realistic, but many claimed it was better than the real thing.
“Okay, when I put this over my head, it’ll lock the suit,” Dale said, and demonstrated to Brian how to pull the helmet into place. “If I say ‘exit, exit, exit,’ the faceplate will open and the system will pause. You’ll lose whatever bonuses or points you’d earned, so don’t quit if you can help it. You’re going to feel air blowing into your face when you first log in, and then a sensation like you’re weightless.”
Dale’s avatar appeared inside a private Rhith Pod. He made minor calibrations while he waited, and accepted the Rhith Friend request from Brian when it came.
Brian’s avatar appeared in the pod. “You made it,” Dale said.
“Holy crap, dude!” Brian shouted. “This is insane. I feel a little sick.”
“It’ll go away in a minute. You need to get your avatar set up. For now, just use basic voice commands. For instance, when you say ‘menu,’ a window will open.”
When he spoke the word, a pop-up appeared.
Player: Dale Brown
Avatar: Default
Location: Rhith Pod 34-xx78b [select to customize pod]
Status: Tutorial Completed
Please make a selection:
Accompany new player [Brian Daniels] through the tutorial
Go to: [Adjust & Calibrate]
Return to: [Main Menu]
Go to: Your Rhith World Library [2 worlds available]
[Shop] for additional Rhith Worlds: Attention! [Everlasting Enmity] on sale for a limited time!
Go to: saved Rhith Pods [List] [Friends online] [Explore]
Enter Phone Mode. [Voicemail: 2 messages]
Exit System: [Save]
Elapsed time online: 3:27 minutes
They entered the tutorial together.
The Rhith World guide, Safaiz, greeted them. The creature looked like the combination of a genie and an elf. “Master Dale, are you here to assist Master Brian?”
“Yeah, let’s get going,” Dale answered.
“Follow me,” Safaiz said.
They walked towards a forest, which climbed up the side of a tall mountain that disappeared into clouds.
“Holy crap,” Brian said. “It’s so realistic – the sky, the clouds, the grass – I can’t believe it.”
“I told you, dude,” Dale said. “I’ve been trying to explain it, but it’s something you have to see for yourself.”
Brian pointed ahead. “Is that a wolf?”
“Yes, Master Brian,” Safaiz said. “You can use a voice command to arm yourself with a weapon.”
Brian retrieved a longbow and shot the creature.
“Hurry up,” Dale said. “There are better things to kill in the forest.”
“Give him time, Master Dale,” their guide said. “He’s going to get sick if he rushes.”
Brian collected the wolf pelt and added it to his inventory.
“Okay, let’s go,” Dale said. He ran ahead and jumped into a small lake. Searching the bottom for items, he found only mud and rocks, but then noticed a massive catfish. He’d never seen it before, but decided to ignore it.
He jumped out of the lake. “You’ll have to buy aqua-goggles in the trade center if you want to see underwater. It’s amazing. You really feel wet and weightless.”
“I’ve never snorkeled before,” Brian said.
“It doesn’t matter; you can hold your breath for a long time. I just saw a catfish. It looked exactly like a real fish. It’s like being in an aquarium.”
“Did you consider spearing it, Master Dale?” Safaiz asked.
“No. I don’t have a spear. Why?”
“There are rumors of a giant catfish that has a belly filled with gold coins.”
The trio spent the next two hours running quests that were designed to allow a new player to become familiar with the tech and calibrate their avatars.
After Brian became competent with the basics, they grew bored. Dale suggested creating a new conversation pod where they could chat in private.
“Are you going to buy Nagant Wars?” Dale asked.
“Of course! Dude, you were supposed to wait for me.”
“I haven’t done anything yet. I mean, just some basic tutorials. Can you afford it now?”
“Maybe. I have to ask.”
“Okay, but I’m not waiting much longer. You won’t believe the world. It’s as if you’re really going to war. Everything’s realistic, every detail, every–”
“I get it,” Brian said. “Not to change the subject, but do you think you’ll be drafted? That’ll seriously kill your game time.”
“I don’t know,” Dale said. He reached out and touched Brian’s shoulder. “I’m not even sure what’s real and what’s virtual anymore.”
Brian swatted his hand away.
“Ouch. That kind of hurt,” Dale said. “You can’t forget that whatever your avatar feels, the suit transmits to your body.”
“Sorry,” Brian said. “I didn’t mean to hit so hard.” He paused. “I’ve been thinking. Should we consider the military’s buddy offer?”
Dale sidestepped. “What do you think?” He’d been nervous about the option, but had come to the conclusion that being alone in a new environment was a worse prospect than what he’d be giving up by agreeing to the Volunteer Partnership Agreement.
The government’s offer had certain advantages and disadvantages. On the plus side, buddies were guaranteed a joint assignment. On the negative side, your job could end up really sucking.
Like a partnership team could be sent to a South American village to raise chickens.
Or to Southeast Asia to fight rebels.
If Dale gave up the advantage he had with his computing skills, he could find himself being assigned to any number of horrible missions.
Of course, there were also benefits to joining of your own accord. The government offered bonuses and privileges to those who signed up early. But there was a definite negative, too. Not everyone got sucked into the program, and if he joined, it would mean a definite two-year delay in his schooling versus the chance he didn’t get drafted. He wished he knew the odds, but it was a tightly held secret.
“I think we should do the buddy system,” Brian said, interrupting Dale’s thoughts. “We’d be together. That way, whatever bullshit we have to do, at least we wouldn’t be stuck alone with a bunch of dickheads.”
“Sometimes I lean towards joining,” Dale said. “But then later I’m sure I want to start tech training instead.”
“You might get volunteered anyway and end up in a worse position.”
“I know. Being forced to choose sucks.”
“It’s just life.”
“I know. I just want to build code – is that so bad? I’ll make a decent living once I start working. If I have to go to war or become a chicken farmer in Ecuador, I’ll be really bummed. I want to make my own choices.” Dale kicked the wall and then sat on a fluffy sofa he’d purchased with in-game Rhith Credits.
Brian sat next to him. “I’ve heard that dying in Nagant Wars is intense. Supposedly you feel realistic pain.”
“I heard the same,” Dale said.
“After you’re dead, a medical robot puts you into a coma. You don’t respawn right away. The system has to reconstruct everything, like if you’d been actually chopped up in a battle.”
“Well, it’s not like you’re really–”
“I’m not scared about it,” Brian said. “Not really. But it sounds kind of freaky.”
“I’ve always wondered about the continuity problem,” Dale said.
“Don’t get all philosophical on me.” Brian pointed at the Rhith Pod that surrounded them. “It’s still just a game at the end of the day.”
Brian wasn’t one of the friends that Dale discussed important things with. He was an all right guy most of the time, but he wasn’t a deep thinker. The continuity problem bothered Dale because it didn’t make sense to him that a human could die and then come back as the same person.
Even though in-game death wasn’t real and the body didn’t actually die, the system was jacked into a player’s brain in ways that weren’t completely understood, outside of the developers.
Dale looked at his friend. “What do you think of that terrorist group?”
“The Troth?” Brian asked.
“They’ve been posting in forums for months, claiming that players have really died.”
“You think it’s true?”
“Maybe. They say it’s from the shock.”
“You think a player’s soul goes to heaven or hell during an in-game death?” Brian grinned like he was joking. “What if the brain really turns off?”
“I don’t buy it,” Dale said. “Besides, I’m not sure I believe in an afterlife.”
“But it’s possible?”
“Anything’s possible,” Dale answered. “What we think is real life might be a simulation. If you think about it, the virtual worlds inside computing constructs would have been just as fantastic and mythical to anyone born a few hundred years ago as the idea of hell is to us today.”
“So maybe dismissing the idea of everlasting life is premature?” Brian stood and stretched. “Everything here feels so real, what would be the difference if my actual body was dead?”
“I don’t know. I guess parallel universes or multiverses are possibilities. Who knows?”
“Maybe heaven and hell are real?”
Dale didn’t think so, but was willing to admit he could be wrong. If a player in a virtual world could experience brain death and then come back to life, it would be hard to argue that the mind couldn’t live on in some other place after the body died. What bothered him most was the question of whether he’d still be himself if he were reconstructed after death. Would the digital memories really be him?
He supposed it wouldn’t matter if he didn’t know.
It would be no different than if he were dead and didn’t know he’d ever existed.
If there was ultimately a Dale #2, he wondered if that Dale would question the same things.
Maybe Dale #7 would figure it all out and not bother with the questions anymore?
Maybe he was already Dale #34, and he didn’t realize it?
Who knew?
Who could know?
Maybe he was overthinking the whole thing.
“Let’s take a break and eat lunch,” Dale said. “My mom said you could come over if you want.”
“Okay. Dude, I want to sign up for the buddy system. If we volunteer, I promise to have your back. I know you worry about that kind of shit. I’ll be there for you. You can count on me.”
“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”
“You have some deep-seated trust issues. I’m sure they’re caused by your freshman year ex.”
“I don’t want to talk about it.” Dale put out his hand. “Alright, let’s shake on it. I’ll agree to volunteer as long as we’re assigned together. But I want a guarantee we won’t be sent to Afghanistan or Cambodia, or I’m not signing anything.”
Brian took Dale’s hand and squeezed.
“Damn. You’re stronger than you think,” Dale said.
“We’re partners now,” Brian said. “Let’s log out of here and celebrate!”
 



Chapter Four
A Great War is Coming.
~ Tagline, Nagant Wars Online, Rhith Corporation
It was a warm spring day when Princess Rohini Talargo departed the city of Irkalla and headed into the Arodian Mountains with a small group.
She’d handpicked her companions after spending hours studying their skills, reading their bios, and running multiple dungeon scenarios with them. As far as she could tell, each figure accompanying her used an in-game personal avatar that was an accurate representation of themselves in the real world. Everyone had a unique combat avatar as well, but she wasn’t entirely confident that the administrators hadn’t created other hybrid characters.
By the time they reached the forest, she’d become friends with several of her troop, and she felt she’d know if any of them were NPCs instead of real people.
They rode sturdy ponies that came from the king’s stables. According to the in-game lore of Almaach, the ponies were bred and trained for hunting and war. Their gait and the swiftness of their trot reminded Lia of a time when she was young, when she used to ride with her family before gaming and computers took over her recreational life.
That the realism of the Rhith Suit could mimic the feel of a saddle so well was fascinating to her as they rode in a tightly grouped train.
They’d brought a pack of dogs, a semi-wild breed called Waltores, which reminded her of a cross between a pit bull and a timber wolf. Her pack consisted of two brothers and four sister bitches. Two of the females were scout-trackers, and the other two, guards. The males were fearless and loyal fighters with the scars to prove it.
Ruthann, her steward-advisor, rode alongside her. According to game lore, she’d served the royal family her entire life, and Rohini assumed she was an NPC, although she couldn’t be sure unless she witnessed her death. Non-player characters always dropped loot of some kind when they died, even if it was worthless.
Real human player avatars didn’t.
Ruthann was proficient in several in-game languages, skilled with the longbow, and had a passing understanding of magic and spells, although she wasn’t a witch. Regardless of what was behind her avatar, Rohini enjoyed her company and thought she was a good conversationalist.
The rest of the party were soldiers.
They all belonged to a Royal Soldier Platoon, which received its charter from the Kartikeya guild. Since they were all hand-selected young men who’d sworn loyalty to the king, passed her tests, and had spent time wooing her, she was confident none of them were NPCs.
But the Nagant Wars was brand new. Except for the company executives and the programmers who’d built it, nobody knew exactly what was possible inside the simulation.
Rumors of hacks, viruses, and bugs were rampant, especially with groups like the Troth posting warnings and threats all over cyberspace. But so far, Lia’s experience playing Princess Rohini had been exciting. Nagant Wars Online appeared to be better than advertised, which was something amazing considering that the Rhith Corp was billing it as the greatest immersive VR-MMORPG ever created.
On the third day of travel, their trail led into darkness. Rohini sensed danger ahead where the trees were the tallest. Gray thunderclouds nearly blotted out the sun, and shadows danced in the woods.
“Release two scout dogs,” she ordered.
The dogs raced into the distance and disappeared into the shadows. A few moments later, the scouts barked an alarm that echoed through the trees.
“Arms, ready,” Rohini commanded.
The group moved into a defensive formation. They advanced, keeping the princess shielded at all times. After rounding a blind bend in the trail, they discovered the two scout dogs circling a small dragonling.
The creature was an undeveloped juvenile male. While not capable of flying or spitting fire, it was still deadly. Its vicious curved claws were razor sharp, and the thick coat of armor scales covering its body was impervious to attack by the dogs.
The dragonling whipped its spiked tail and smashed the ground with it, barely missing the canines. The pair continued to bark and harass it, seemingly unaware that if it caught them off guard, they’d be impaled on its tail’s boney spikes. The scout dogs lunged and snapped as if they were playing a game. Apparently their programming made them unaware of how much danger a pissed-off dragonling presented.
“Hold the fighters back,” Rohini ordered. The fighting dogs would fight to the death, even if overpowered. She wasn’t ready to lose them so soon on the journey.
The dog handler spoke a command, and the two maulers sat down, wagging their stubs of tails in anticipation of a brawl. Their fighting ability and fearlessness was second only to their discipline.
“Release the other two bitches,” Rohini said. Experience had taught her that the females, unlike the bulls, weren’t eager to fight to the death. They’d distract the dragonling, but remain cautious.
Rohini motioned to her first two bowmen to ready their iron-tipped arrows.
Young dragonlings, especially ones hatched in the remote mountains, didn’t have an understanding of what an enemy was until after they’d survived an initial encounter. Until a reptile came across a sentient avatar, it considered itself the alpha predator of the mountains. There was no evolutionary programming that something could hurt it, and caution of other creatures didn’t enter its primitive brain until it was often too late.
The dogs were the obvious threat from the juvenile’s perspective. The dragonling remained busy trying to pummel them, ignoring the rest of the party.
“Draw,” Rohini ordered her pair of bowmen.
They nocked their arrows and waited.
“Target acquired,” they said in unison.
The dragonling turned its back to the troops.
It swung its spiked tail in circles defending itself from a rear attack. It seemed aware that not even a fighter with a death wish would rush it straight on. Then the dragonling shuddered and changed colors. Using a camouflage spell, its body matched the forest floor.
“What kind of magic is that?” one of the men asked.
“I don’t know,” the princess answered.
She suspected the illusion would fool the dogs and ordered them to return. Three made it safely, but the fourth seemed to fly around in circles after being impaled on the end of the dragonling’s tail.
At least the yelping creature gave them a general idea of the reptile’s position.
“First bowman, visualize where center mass would be.”
“Yes, Princess,” he said.
“Loose an arrow when ready. Swordsmen, prepare to be attacked. Dog handler, release the fighters if the dragonling gets near the ponies.”
The first bowman fired an arrow. The dragonling shrieked in fury. Its camouflage disappeared, and its coloring transformed into a brilliant red. It advanced, seemingly without any fear, and whipped its tail towards them like a striking scorpion. Its jaws snapped, revealing rows of ugly teeth.
“Second bowman,” the princess shouted, “loose!”
The archer fired, and the iron-tipped arrow struck its mark. The projectile sank into the creature’s flesh, leaving only the feathered end protruding from the wound. Purplish blood poured from the puncture, indicating an iron weapon had pierced its heart – the one known way to score a kill.
+500XP
Killed: Dragonling Level 5
Dropped: 10 bars of gold.
Dropped: Human bones, unknown origin.
Dropped: Map, unknown origin.
“Ruthann, heal the bitch if you can,” the princess commanded. “The rest of you prepare to move, keeping the dogs close. Bowmen, string more iron and stay alert. The dragonling might have siblings.”
In-game pain levels for training and tutorials – even friendly player-vs-player combat – could be set low. Lia thought the moderate levels were tolerable, but she’d yet to experience an actual war-related quest or battle. Rumors claimed that injury and death in those situations were shocking and sometimes trauma producing.
Being chewed alive by a dragonling didn’t seem like it could be anything but miserable and torturous.
A Nagant Monk, an in-construct administrator, had visited the House of Talargo at the official opening of the game. Most players weren’t willing to accept that the construct had been built to deliver such awful effects, instead believing the monk was merely an NPC programmed to be melodramatic. But he transformed into a warrior avatar, performed feats of magic, and demonstrated his sword skills on several volunteers. After witnessing and experiencing in-game pain, players became believers, but Lia had yet to experience death firsthand.
The game’s tagline, A Great War Is Coming, took on a new meaning; she felt a strange anxiety and realized that even game-produced emotions were no different than reality.
She heard branches cracking from two different directions.
“We’re being tracked,” she announced.
 



Chapter Five
The nonsensical allegation that journalists were the first to create virtual realities is patently untrue and only spouted by propagandists.
~ Carrie Manderly
A few weeks after completing his testing for PTU, Dale sat with his father and brother at the dining room table, patiently waiting for dinner. The university had accepted him for the final stage of testing, and he was attending an informal tour the following morning. His mother was in the kitchen boiling pasta for a good-luck dinner, engrossed in the evening news.
“Are you looking forward to tomorrow?” his father asked.
Dale smiled as he imagined getting accepted, settling into the dorms, and being away from home. “Yes, I–”
“Oh my God!” Rhonda yelled from the kitchen.
“What’s wrong?” Earl Brown asked. He stood and walked towards his wife. “It’s just pasta, honey. Don’t worry so much. If you’ve ruined dinner, we’ll order takeout. Dale, pull up Chang’s online menu.”
“I didn’t ruin dinner!” Rhonda shouted. She furiously typed on a portable keypad that rested precariously close to the sink. “All media has been put under government control.”
“What?” Earl asked. “What are you talking about?”
“I’m turning on the big screen,” she said. “Hold on a second.”
Dale went to the living room and sat on the couch.
“The governor’s office passed a censorship law. There’s a riot downtown,” his mother said. “Damn this thing.”
“Give me that,” his father demanded, and took the keyboard from her.
Rhonda had been so flustered that she’d switched the living room Rhith Screen to a football match between Manchester United and the Colombian national team, Los Cafeteros. The game had stopped, and the announcers were shouting in English, Spanish, and Portuguese.
Dale heard a jumble of words. War, guerra, aliens, spaceships, soldados, a vida military, and el régimen.
The screen went blank.
Dale turned towards his father. “Try channel–”
“I know!” Earl snapped.
“Quit yelling at me,” Rhonda said. “I’m not responsible for the world falling apart!”
“I’m not yelling at you,” Earl said. “Quit being so dramatic.”
“Quiet!” Rhonda shouted. “It’s back on.”
“There’s no reason to panic,” said an attractive blonde newscaster who was displaying a great deal of cleavage. “We’ve been alerted by the governor’s office that everything will be back to normal soon. Please stay calm. Stay indoors. This is Carrie Manderly with–”
The image blinked out.
“What the hell!” Earl shouted at the screen.
“That won’t help,” Rhonda pointed out.
“Damn fools!” Earl went to the refrigerator and rummaged for a beer.
The Rhith Screen came back to life, but it displayed only a short, static message.
Please stand by.
Do not panic.
Your elected officials are working hard on your behalf.
Remain calm.
This message was brought to you by Rhith Corp.
We transform the world so you don’t have to!
Dale listened to his parents shout at the screen without paying any attention to their words. He wondered what had happened. He imagined all the negative ways it would affect his future and his chances of beginning what he’d hoped would be his life’s work.
“I want dinner,” his little brother said.
 
Prootingham Technical University was more impressive than Dale had imagined, and he was filled with excitement even though he’d hardly slept the night before. It had taken two hours for the media to return to business as usual. After eating overcooked spaghetti and arguing about the implications of conscription, war, and volunteer programs, the Browns had accepted the fact that there was nothing they could do about any of it.
“I still can’t believe it,” Dale said, standing in the main hall of the campus headquarters.
“That stuff about an alien war was nuts,” his host, an upper-class student named Cole, said. “People will believe anything.”
“No, I meant this,” Dale said. “This. The campus. The programs. That I’m even here with a chance to be part of it.”
“I forget how this place affects people. I’ve been here too long, I guess,” Cole said.
“You don’t believe there’s a war with aliens?” Dale asked.
“Of course not,” Cole answered. “It’s the usual government and corporate propaganda. Don’t worry about it. Once you’ve taken a few history classes, you’ll realize you can ignore ninety percent of what you hear.”
“What about the other ten percent?” Dale asked.
Cole smirked. “Forget it. There are no aliens, and no war. Follow me. There are so many departments and projects here that even I haven’t heard about all of them. Sometimes, when I give a tour, a professor will see me and offer to show something I’ve never seen before.”
“Can we go to the bone lab?” Dale asked. He was anxious to see how advanced the tech was inside the university. The public was always in the dark and years behind. He’d signed a confidentiality agreement, so he was imagining there must be amazing things going on behind closed doors.
“Sure. Follow me,” Cole answered.
“Have you been studying here long?” Dale asked.
“Three years, and I still get impressed by something new almost every week. This way,” Cole said, and guided Dale through a series of corridors.
Most sections they entered required retinal scans or voice commands to pass through. With each new door, Dale became more excited. They approached a hallway where bones painted in glowing white paint seemed to leap off the walls. Cole approached a security keypad and verified his identity. Double doors swung open, and a lab unlike Dale had ever imagined was revealed.
He surveyed the room, his mouth open in awe.
Full-size skeletons hung from the ceiling. Animal bones were displayed in glass cabinets. Hundreds of skulls were suspended from mounts on the walls.
All of the world’s significant cats were represented, from African lions and cheetahs to long-extinct saber-toothed tigers. Giant felines, inventions of someone’s imaginary cat evolution, were displayed as examples of how ingenious inventors could create relatable monsters for video games.
Besides the other carnivore categories, there were elephants, whales, hippos, camels, and every other type of grazing animal.
Dale could study in a lab like this for months and never get bored. There were obscenely bizarre constructs, too, which were the ones that Dale liked the best. No matter how strange or improbable a skeleton appeared, it always seemed to remain within the realm of possibility, even if only barely.
The school’s designers worked at a level far beyond anything he’d imagined.
“Wow,” he said.
“That’s a common reaction,” Cole said. “Especially from people who really understand what’s been accomplished here.” Cole walked along the rows of lab stations. “Follow me.”
Dale looked up as they approached a bus-size skeleton that looked like a combination of a triceratops and a crocodile.
“That’s a Zollerdon boss,” Dale said, recognizing the model. His face broke into a huge grin.
“That’s right. His designer, Alex, donated the skeleton to us last year. In exchange, I’d imagine, for a healthy bonus.”
“I played that game when I was eight. I don’t think I talked to my parents for two weeks when Damage Zone was released. It took me three days before I could defeat one of those.”
“Look here,” Cole said. He pointed to a red dot on the thigh bone of the beast. “See that?”
“Yes.”
“That’s the spot where the engineers attached a tendon in the flesh-modeling stage. It’s the beast’s weak spot and very hard to hit. Alex had a unique artistic flair in his development and design. I’ve seen birds that he did for props that had tiny and intricate bones. I’ve also seen herbivores with thigh bones several meters long.”
“It’s amazing,” Dale said. “The patience required. The attention to detail. I’m impressed.”
“Come on. We’re on the clock,” Cole said.
They finished touring the lab with a fish and reptile skeleton display that was suspended in a tank of clear liquid. Small motors and gears moved the skeletons, and Cole dripped red dye into the container to show Dale how water movement was tracked for realistic design adaptations.
Next, Dale was shown creatures that were to be featured in new Rhith Worlds and expansions, and Cole reminded him of the nondisclosure agreement he’d signed.
“I know you’ll be tempted to talk about this stuff. But remember, gossip can come back to bite you,” he said. He pointed to his head. “Keep it in here.”
Dale swallowed hard at the obvious warning and nodded.
 



Chapter Six
Humans have been volunteering for war and hangovers since the invention of beer.
~ Unknown Rhith Corp Engineer
The first of the flanking dragonlings to break out of the forest swung its spiked tail like a chain mace.
It connected with the head of one of Rohini’s guards, and spikes speared through the back of his skull. The protrusions burst from his face, and he remained upright for a brief moment. The wound barely had time to bleed before the soldier dropped to the ground. He hadn’t made a sound, and Rohini hoped his death had been painless.
The next dragonling to attack didn’t kill with the same swiftness. A dying soldier screamed in agony under its claws. The dog handler unleashed the fighters, but it was too late for the first casualties.
“How many more?” Rohini, still mounted, asked the nearest foot soldier.
“One, I think, Your Hiiiiiiiiii–”
The soldier’s scream ended as the dragonling crushed his skull with its jaws. The sound of cracking bone caused Rohini to cringe, and she felt nauseous.
The dragonling flung the headless corpse, and it hit one of the ponies. The creature panicked and bolted.
She realized that if she didn’t act swiftly, death was imminent for the entire party.
Rohini was tasked to protect the treasure known as the Jewel of Sartozel. It was one of seven hundred and seventy-seven gemstones that were keys to winning the war. The Nagant Monks hadn’t revealed why the stones were requisite for victory, but the most popular assumption was that they were critical to creating magic.
Rohini had used a simple enchantment to hide the jewel inside her pony. She thought she’d been exceedingly clever in this – who would kill a sweet pony?
Of course, she’d been thinking of players who’d find utility in the beast. A dragonling wouldn’t put a saddle on a pony; it’d eat it for a snack.
The pony reared and screamed.
She hung on but was unable to stop it from breaking into a sprint.
Its race to safety was short-lived.
A dragonling leaped into its path and clamped its jaws on its neck. Rohini drew her bow and fired an iron-tipped arrow. She was a decent shot considering her level and skill, but the creature she was attempting to kill was moving swiftly, and her dying mount was an unstable platform.
The arrow she fired missed the dragonling’s heart, but slowed the creature. She leapt off as her pony fell to the ground. When it died, the jewel dropped as loot.
Another arrow, fired by Ruthann, struck the dragonling. For the first time it displayed signs of weakness and pain. In its frustration it tore apart the dead pony as if it were still a threat.
“Come quickly, Princess,” Ruthann said.
Rohini scooped up the jewel and followed her aide.
“There,” Ruthann said, pointing to a fallen tree. “Get behind that log and range attack. You’re no good here as a tank. Hurry!”
Rohini was indeed best when she delivered DPS – damage per second – ranged attacks using arrows, spears, and other thrown weapons. Eventually, she hoped to gain skills in ice magic, but nothing she’d acquired yet was strong enough to work against the level six dragonlings.
From her new position, she fired an iron-tipped arrow at the wounded beast. Her aim was good.
+600XP
Killed: Mountain Dragonling Level 6
Dropped: Ice Magic Book
Dropped: 2 iron-tipped arrows
Dropped: 4 gold bars
There were two remaining dragonlings, and they apparently had battle knowledge and experience. The beasts moved in tandem and kept their backs to the ranging fighters. While the arrows caused damage and slowed the beasts, it was impossible to pierce their hearts with an attack from the rear.
The last fighting dog rushed them and was bitten in half.
Rohini’s stomach heaved.
The remaining soldiers assembled into a tight formation. They put the tanking soldiers – those with the most brute strength – closest to the dragonlings while the DPS attackers launched arrows and spears.
Their weapons had varying degrees of success, while the dragonlings’ intelligence seemed to grow as the battle raged on.
Rohini positioned herself out of immediate danger and opened the ice magic book she’d just received.
Ice Magic Skills Increased: Student Level Achieved.
As you increase in Ice Magic, you’ll be a better damage dealer and you can also chill drinks…
Hint: Not all spells are created equal. Fire & ice don’t mix.
She imbued an arrow with ice magic using her newly acquired ability and launched it at the nearest dragonling. The creature shrieked and whipped its tail wildly. Its black eyes landed on Rohini, and she felt a chill of fear.
The beast rushed her without warning.
Multiple arrows from her companions struck the back of the dragonling as it charged, but nothing stopped it.
Rohini stood her ground.
She fired arrow after arrow, targeting the heart, but none pierced the vital organ. The reptilian monster continued toward her in spite of a brave tanking soldier who jumped in front of it and swung a battle axe at its head.
While the soldier died, Rohini switched her arrow selection to one of the two from the previous loot drop. The projectile was elfin made and iron-tipped. She imbued the weapon with an ice magic spell and fired it. In a cold-blue blur, flying at magically high speed, the imbued arrow struck the chest of the dragonling and exploded in a brilliant flash of bluish light.
Dragonling blood, dark and sticky, splattered everywhere.
Rohini wiped gore from her eyes and surveyed the scene as the loot notification popped into view.
+600XP
Killed: Mountain Dragonling
Dropped: 2-Carat Ice Diamond, masterful quality
Dropped: Lore Book
Dropped: 100 gold bars
Dropped: Dragonling Tooth Charm
Before she could react, the remaining dragonling killed two more of her men. From the corner of her eye she saw movement behind her in the forest. She turned to investigate as another soldier cried out in anguish. His scream tugged her attention back to the fight, and she disregarded whatever it was that had distracted her.
John, her artificial intelligence, spoke: There’s something behind you.
Rohini: Shit.
John: A scavenger beast, but a dangerous one.
Rohini turned her head and observed the creature’s pop-up screen.
Creature: Jala-Jala
Level: 3
Health: 724
Intelligence: 18
The Jala-Jala is a pack-hunting scavenger. It has claws and teeth, carries diseases, and usually stinks.
Weapons: None
Magic: None
Tech: None
Rhith Wikis: [Lore] [Quests] [Range] [Drops] [Tags]
Actions: [Scene Capture] [Tag] [Message]
She closed the window and looked back to the remaining dragonling. It had become even deadlier by adjusting its attack and defense styles during the fight. Apparently the beasts weren’t dumb, only naive, and they adapted quickly.
“I’ll attack the dragonling, Princess,” Ruthann said. “Look out behind you!”
Rohini turned.
The Jala-Jala charged her. She could smell blood and death in the air, and undoubtedly the scavenger beast noticed it as well.
She exchanged her bow for a lightweight saber. It was sharp and deadly, but small enough for her to wield with skill in a confined space. She sliced the creature’s belly open, and its intestines dumped at her feet. She retched at the stench and wondered why anyone would program such horrid features into a game.
+300XP
Killed: Jala-Jala Level 3
Dropped: Nothing you’d want to touch (trust us)
She returned her attention to the dragonling. Ruthann and the remaining men were trading blows with the creature.
John: Oh, shit!
Rohini: Whaaa–
She felt a burning sensation across her back as if something had lit her skin on fire. The intense burning was followed by a ferocious bite to her calf, and she fell to her knees.
She screamed. Something struck her, and she fell forward. The forest floor was earthy and damp against her face.
John: The Jala-Jala hunt in packs.
Rohini rolled onto her back and used her saber to thrust upward. While she drove the blade into one of the beasts, another clamped its jaws on her forearm and shook its head.
She dropped the blade.
A third creature snapped at her eyes.
A fourth latched onto her left leg.
She retrieved a hunting knife from her inventory and killed two of the attackers, but a fifth mob ripped her forearm off at the elbow. She shrieked so loudly her vocal cords shredded. And with that, she could no longer scream.
Ruthann rushed to her aid.
Together they killed the remaining Jala-Jalas, Rohini slashing from the ground, one-armed and desperate.
The dragonling, which had just slaughtered the last of Rohini’s soldiers, leapt on top of Ruthann and ripped her chest open, flinging blood across Rohini’s face.
Firing arrows with one arm was impossible, and she slumped in defeat as the dragonling dropped Ruthann and lunged at her. The last thought as she died alongside her friend was that perhaps her mother had been right.
 
Lia felt nothing in the darkness.
She wondered if she still had a body.
She’d heard stories about in-game death, but she’d ignored most of them. She realized as she floated that they hadn’t all been incorrect. Her mind drifted in the strange void, and she was no longer sure of reality. She attempted to shout for help, but without a mouth, what would make the sound?
Even if she succeeded in making a noise, who would answer her?
She called to John in her mind, but the AI didn’t respond. Never before had she felt such loneliness and despair. Patience, she finally decided, was all she could practice.
But that patience ended when sensations of being burned alive began at her feet and moved up her legs. Panic struck.
Then hopelessness.
Even though she had no tear ducts, she felt as if she were bawling her eyes out in the gloom.
Mama, you were right. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.
 



Chapter Seven
I am accustomed to reality.
~ Vice-Dean Bold
Cole guided Dale to the administrative offices.
He had a mandatory meeting with one of the vice-deans of the technological school, and he hoped the school would offer him a scholarship. Cole pointed to a waiting area and told Dale to sit until someone called for him.
“You can ask for a beverage while you wait,” he said.
“Ask who?” Dale questioned.
“Just ask,” Cole answered. He pointed upward. “If you speak anywhere in the building, they hear you.”
“May I have an iced mocha?” Dale asked, speaking to the high ceiling.
The voice that answered sounded upbeat and friendly. “With whipped cream, sir?” it asked.
“Sure,” he answered. Dale grinned at his upperclassman guide. “That was easy.”
“It’s one of the perks of being at the best school,” he said. “I hope you get offered a scholarship. You seem like a cool kid. Good luck, and forget about all that alien stuff. You’ll go crazy worrying about invasions and wars. This is your future, right here.”
“I’ll try,” Dale said.
Cole punched something on a touchscreen next to a set of double doors and excused himself.
A few minutes after Cole left, a robotic serving module silently glided into the waiting area. “Your drink, sir,” it said. The machine spoke in an old-school robotic voice, almost as if it had been programmed to mock itself.
“Will there be anything else, sir?” it asked.
“No,” Dale said. “Thank you,” he added, old habits being hard to break.
The robot spun and headed back to wherever it had come from. Dale watched it depart, sipped his drink, and then ate all the whipped cream. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, which embarrassed him even though he was alone.
He heard his mother’s voice scolding him in the back of his mind.
Before he reached the bottom of the cup, the doors slid open automatically, and another robotic voice spoke. “Please proceed to your meeting with Vice-Dean Bold. Down the hall and turn left.”
Dale entered an elegant corner office with floor-to-ceiling windows that provided a view of downtown Cincinnati. The city was crowded, dirty, and sprawling. Rhith Hover-Jets sped left and right across town at various altitudes, while others ascended and descended with choreographed precision.
“I’ve never been up this high,” Dale said. “I always thought fancy offices used view screens.”
“You expected a view of a beautiful island in the Pacific?”
“Yes.”
“Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m accustomed to reality.”
“It’s fascinating, I’ll admit,” Dale said.
“You should see it at night, young man,” Vice-Dean Bold said.
Bold had sharp features and short dark hair. His eyes were piercing blue, and as he approached, they seemed to glow. His mouth quirked into a professional smile.
“I’m sure it’s amazing,” Dale said as he extended his hand.
“It is.” Bold introduced himself. “And you must be Dale Brown, the promising young designer. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said, taking Dale’s hand in his.
They shook.
“Please, sit.” Bold indicated a seat in front of a glass and steel desk.
“Thank you, sir,” Dale said.
“Call me Vice-Dean, please.”
“Yes, Vice-Dean.” Dale felt warm. His anxiety caused him to slightly shake as he took a seat.
The meeting was the most important of his life. To get a scholarship from Prootingham Technical University would be a future-altering opportunity. It was the kind of thing that techie nerds dreamed of soon after learning to write their first code.
Dale had dreamt of this moment since he was six years old.
The vice-dean spent the next hour explaining the different programs that were available. After finishing, he frowned. “One problem remains.”
Dale’s heart raced and his anxiety amped up. Just when everything in his life seemed lined up perfectly, something unexpected had to crash down on him.
“Sir? I mean Vice-Dean?” he asked, his voice cracking.
“It’s the government. Your government. There are uncertainties that we need to address. You’re aware of your obligation to test for inclusion in the volunteer program and the joint armed forces?”
“The joint armed forces?” Dale asked. “I hadn’t…”
“Yes, it’s new. It’s one of the responses to this thing they’re calling the Nagant War.”
“What?” Dale asked, perplexed. “Um, sir, I mean Vice-Dean, you’re talking about the game, Nagant Wars? It’s a Rhith World, you know…an MMO?”
“Yes, of course. I suspect Rhith Corp…” He frowned and pointed towards the ceiling. “Even I have to take precautions. PTU is a subsidiary…the reason, of course, they’re calling this thing the…”
He seemed to lose his train of thought and fell into an awkward silence.
“Vice-Dean?” Dale asked after several moments passed.
The vice-dean remained quiet, his fingers slowly moving across the desk like marching insects.
Dale waited patiently. He stretched his legs and stared into the vice-dean’s blue eyes.
Bold finally spoke. “The potential hostilities, if that’s what they are…are being referred to as the Nagant War. Because of the game, obviously. I mean, it’s a play on words. Probably a corporate marketing ploy, if I were to guess. Students, the young, you’re all part of the machine.”
“Yes,” Dale said. “But I don’t want to go to war. And I definitely don’t want to be sent to Ecuador to plant bananas.”
“You may not have a choice.”
“I hate that.”
“As do all free-thinking people,” the vice-dean said. “However, if a war has started – and it seems it may have – skilled, brave young men such as yourself will be all that stand between us and annihilation.”
“You really think so?” Dale was confident all the rumors were just that.
The vice-dean lowered his eyes to Dale’s. “It’s possible. But I don’t know if that’s the case. Nobody knows. This isn’t public knowledge, son, so keep it to yourself and don’t add to the rumor mill. Nobody knows what’s real and what’s not when it comes to the Nagant War, at least not at my pay grade.”
Dale frowned.
“Some say it’s not really a threat, but a test,” the vice-dean said.
“A test?” Dale said.
“Some speculate it’s a test, and if we fail, we’ll all be slaves. Or perhaps become livestock for an alien race. Nobody knows what reality really is, do they? I mean, even all of this–” he pounded on the desk “–even all of this isn’t really here, is it?”
“Sir?”
“The desk. Corporeal reality, son,” he said. “It’s nearly all empty space and electrical impulses.”
Dale swallowed. “Sir? I’m afraid I don’t understand.” He couldn’t hold the cold stare of the vice-dean. Instead, he looked through the large windows. A flock of pigeons flew past, and he turned his gaze back to the man who held his future in his hand.
“It means, son, I’m offering you a scholarship,” the vice-dean finally answered. “It will include all your education and training. You won’t have to worry about living expenses, food, clothing, any of it. And it even comes with a small allowance.”
Dale’s face broke into the biggest smile of his life. “Thank you, sir. I mean Vice-Dean. It’s a…a…a dream come true.”
“Now, the details. In exchange for your education, you’ll be contractually obligated to work for the company for the decade after your graduation. But in all reality, because of nondisclosure agreements and the secrets you’ll learn, you’ll end up an employee for life. At least your working life.”
“I-I knew that,” Dale said confidently. It was standard procedure. “Where do I sign?”
 



Chapter Eight
Not every player in a Rhith World desires action and adventure; many enter virtual space for business, hobbies, or to run for mayor.
~ CEO Jon Theron
Princess Rohini recovered from her respawn with nothing more damaging than a lingering headache, a few scary premonitions about the future, and a new respect for dragonlings.
She rejoined her companions, and they once again left the capital city of Irkalla.
She recovered the Jewel of Sartozel and concealed the gemstone inside her mount again. It still seemed like a prudent hiding place.
While mobs were sometimes programmed to destroy anything living, a being with the explicit intent to capture the jewel would most certainly find more value in a live pony than a dead one. Even if the gentle creature were taken by an enemy, it was entirely possible the jewel would remain undetected.
She was careful to avoid dragonlings on their second pass through the forest. The entourage found its way to a fortified village along a river at the base of a mountain range. Rohini ordered one of her swordsmen to accompany Ruthann to the town’s main gate to ascertain its rules and customs.
According to lore, most Arodian Mountain villages were peaceful, populated with craftsmen and traders, but what percentage were NPCs and what real-world players was anybody’s guess. Rohini couldn’t afford to take risks, so unless Ruthann was confident of the town’s peacefulness, they’d bypass it.
When Ruthann returned, she was cheerful and upbeat. “My lady, they are peaceful. Traders. Gamblers. Nothing in the village caused me any unease or suspicion. It is called Evelake, and the mayor welcomed me personally. He gave me a short tour and implied I’d be a fool if I denied his company for the last meal of the day.”
“That settles it, then,” Rohini said.
Ruthann winked and said to the group, “As long as coins remain in our purses, the mayor said we are welcome. He bragged that the roasted razordillo here is the most excellent in all of the kingdom.”
“Every mayor says that,” a soldier said.
“Let’s find out for ourselves,” Rohini said, and motioned for the group to march forward.
They entered through the main gate and boarded their animals in the first inn they found. Rohini put Ruthann in charge of a rotating guard over the animals; they were too valuable to leave alone, even if the villagers seemed friendly.
“I’m sure the thieves guild has people everywhere,” Rohini warned the group. “Don’t be foolish.”
“Yes, Princess,” they answered.
“Men,” she continued, “enjoy yourselves tonight. Gamble, drink, and whore if you wish. But do not, under the penalty of the sword, divulge our mission to anyone. Even a sweet, pretty face.”
“Especially a pretty, sweet face,” Ruthann said.
“Ruthann, you have a job to do,” the princess ordered. “Find us a witch. I’d like to hire one for the remainder of our journey. We depart tomorrow one hour after the rooster crows.”
“Yes, my lady,” she said.
“Make sure she’s willing to swear a blood oath of loyalty. The pay and reward are at your discretion. Don’t hesitate to make it as high as required. I fear without a magic maker our mission will fail.”
“Yes, Princess.”
“And Ruthann? All work and no play makes you cranky. Find a hero to warm your bed tonight.”
“The mayor is rather charming.”
“Well, there you go. Do a little spying if you can.”
“As always, my lady.”
Rohini walked confidently into The Stuck Pig Inn & Casino. She took a spot at the casino’s Dragonesallanti table. The card game, according to her character’s history, was one of many ancient pastimes she’d learned as a child.
Because Dragonesallanti involved deception, bartering, and risking large amounts of money, it was similar to diplomacy. Members of the court were often the best players, and an average politician was skilled at winning.
In the real world, Lia had downloaded the Dragonesallanti app and practiced for many hours.
“What are the stakes?” she asked.
“Minimum bet is a centrie per point, the maximum one bar.” The dealer shuffled the deck while maintaining eye contact with her. “Would you like chips?”
“Ten bars, please,” Rohini answered.
System message: Exchange Gold for Gaming Chips.
Location: The Stuck Pig Inn & Casino
Exchange: 10 gold bars for 1000 centrie chips.
Automatically convert chips to gold upon exiting casino: [Y/N]
Rohini placed a bet.
Gambling Skill Increased: Newbie Level Achieved.
As you grow in this skill, you will retain the ability to remember what cards have been played. You’ll see the other players’ strengths and weaknesses. You’ll also gain the ability to swiftly and accurately calculate the odds.
Hint: Gain an advantage over your opponents by appearing dumb, smiling, and exposing any cleavage you possess.
She played conservatively for an hour, listening to conversations, observing the interactions between players who seemed to be regulars, and mentally putting each gambler into one of two categories: NPC; or a real person, a player character, a PC. As time wore on, she realized she’d need better development in this skill. Whether gambling or sword fighting, sentience made a difference in the actions of your opponents. The contrast between logical versus emotional decision making could make the difference in a PVP battle as well.
Opponent Classification Skill Increased: Clueless Level Achieved.
As you grow in this skill, you will be able to ascertain sooner, and with more accuracy, the true nature of your opponents, as well as your friends.
One of the gamblers was a hunter, and in a tale about a hunting trip for bears, he mentioned having an eerie chill run up his spine when he came across a mine shaft.
“It wasn’t just a cave?” Rohini asked.
Rohini was interested in the old dwarf tunnels, but she wanted to avoid asking directly about them. If someone, or something, were following them, they’d ask questions about what she’d been seeking. Perhaps an NPC couldn’t be tortured or bribed, but if a PC were interrogated with the right incentive, either pain or gold, they’d talk.
“I thought those old mine shafts were legends,” she said.
She pretended to be casual as if she were merely making conversation. She tried to flirt as well, but whether such a tactic would work on the hunter, she didn’t know.
“Oh, no. I saw it myself,” the hunter stated firmly.
“Maybe it was just a cave?”
“I know a cave when I see a cave, miss,” he insisted.
“The stories about dwarfs, old mines, and diamonds are legends. Exaggerations. I knew a man who–”
“Are you saying I’m stupid or blind?” he questioned. He sounded aggravated, which was the reaction Rohini was hoping to elicit. Angry people were more likely to talk, although she still suspected the hunter was probably not a sentient being.
John: Doesn’t matter. NPCs can be programed to become angry and irrational.
Rohini: Even you, John?
I don’t possess a body, so my–
Later, okay, I need to concentrate.
“Perhaps your eyesight is getting weak, hunter. You just missed a black dragon,” Rohini said.
The hunter glanced at the table, grumbled under his breath, and threw his cards away. He placed another bet and glared at Rohini. His posture stiffened. “You’re new here, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” she admitted. “But I’m not unfamiliar with the legends about dwarf mines. I never believed in them myself. I think they’re just stories told by old women and nannies. Dwarfs, diamonds, emeralds, gold. A lot of silly bedtime stories for children.”
“No, miss. Those stories are real,” a gray-haired man said from the other end of the table. He’d been silently playing his cards, minding his own business, but apparently he’d been following the conversation. “The stories aren’t myths, although many legends grew from the tales. I knew them to be true myself when I was just a child.”
“Really? You saw the mines when you were young?” Rohini asked, smiling at the old man.
“Yes, miss,” he answered. “I was almost captured by the dwarfs when I was twelve. Back in those days, if you entered the mines, you were fair game. We had a treaty with the dwarf king back then. If they entered the forest, we could shoot them. If we entered the mines, they could enslave us.”
He laughed before continuing his storytelling between bets.
“Those treaties were stories invented to keep the dwarf children and the village children from wandering off and getting eaten by dragonlings or bears. No dwarf was ever shot – at least, not for simply being in the woods. Nor were any of us enslaved and made to work in the diamond mines. But the mines were real; I was inside one once.”
He brought a long pipe to his mouth and lit a match. When he exhaled, the smoke formed an apple, which hovered towards Rohini. Next, he blew a smoke arrow, and it flew into the apple. The smoky apparition fell to the table in front of her and dissipated into a gray mist.
“Enough,” the dealer said. “She’s at least sixty years younger than you, Max. Besides, she’s way too classy to give you a second glance.”
The man grunted. He blew a smoke cloud that transformed into the face of the dealer and followed it by creating a war hammer, which smashed the smoke into a puff of sparkling dust.
“Well, I told you so,” the hunter said, returning to the conversation. “The mines and tunnels are real. I knew it was an old dwarf mine the moment I saw it. I didn’t see any dwarfs, that’s true enough. But I had sense enough to stay clear of the mine, just in case.”
Rohini thought for a moment.
If one thing was certain about Almaach, everyone loved to gamble. “I bet you saw a cave,” she said.
“How much you willing to bet, miss?” the hunter asked.
“Oh, I’d wager three or four bars of gold – that is, if you aren’t scared to go back there and prove it.” Rohini gave him a wicked smile.
“I ain’t scared,” he said. “How about five bars?”
“Five bars it is,” she agreed. “With the following condition: you have to guide my party to the mine by sunset tomorrow. If you do, you win five bars. If not, I win five bars. And if you lead us to a cave, you forfeit an extra bar for stupidity.”
His eyes narrowed. “How about if I lead you there with enough sunlight remaining in the day to make camp, roast hare, and boil potatoes, you owe me an extra bar for your arrogance?” The hunter had a wicked smile of his own.
“Deal,” Rohini said, and extended her hand.
They shook, and the notification of the wager appeared in a pop-up.
The next morning the troop left the village with two new members: the huntsman and a witch who Ruthann had hired to accompany them. The witch had been searching for a quest, and she’d convinced Ruthann that she knew enough about magic, the local mountains, and the dwarf legends so that she’d be a worthwhile addition.
Good to his word, the huntsman guided the troop through the forest along a series of crisscrossing trails, switchbacks, and rope bridges over deep gorges. They entered a narrow valley before dark, and at the valley’s end, there was an entrance to a dwarf mine.
“I’ll be the stubborn fool,” the princess said.
Wager lost.
You owe Sam Treyolum six gold bars.
Settle wager: [Y/N]
The princess settled her bet.
Rohini: John, can you insert an auto command to settle any lost wager?
John: Done.
Rohini: I can’t imagine what would happen if someone reneged on a bet.
On this planet, Rohini, you don’t want to find out.
“Thank you for your business,” Sam said. “I wouldn’t stay camped here for long. Your cooking smells will waft into the mines, and you’ll have a unit of war dwarfs out here looking for slaves.”
He laughed, slapped his pony on its rear, and galloped off.
“Set up a watch,” Rohini ordered.
She approached the witch and spoke in a low voice. “Tell me what you think.”
“There are no dwarfs close by, my lady. I would smell them. My charms tell me that you are on a worthy quest. My spirits tell me that a great war is brewing, and I suspect your mission is part of the coming battle. For the people of Evelake, I will serve you above and beyond my agreed upon pay. I, too, wish for peace.”
“What else do you know about the war?” Rohini asked.
“Only that the Nagant Monks belong to a great house of Lords and Gods. They are ancient masters of all the magical arts. They come from another world, but they are fair judges. I’m told, my lady, that they don’t interfere in the minor interactions of lesser creatures, as the arrogant and controlling gods do.”
“I see,” Rohini said.
She’d considered the possibility that the witch was a spy.
It was hard to know who was who this early in the war.
Besides loyalty issues, there was the possibility that the witch wasn’t an NPC. She could be a rogue player who enjoyed causing havoc with false information and betrayal. There was even the possibility that she was a rogue NPC. Coupled with the potential that she could also be a sentient spy who was with the enemy faction, Rohini knew she had to be extra careful about what she revealed.
John: It wouldn’t be as fun if there wasn’t the possibility of treachery and deceit.
Rohini: God, it’s like a bad romance, isn’t it?
Indeed.
“What else can you tell me?” Rohini asked.
“I cannot summon their help. The Nagant Monks, I mean. I know your enemy will be as fierce and dedicated as you are, my lady. They, however, will not be helped by the Nagant Monks either. Both sides will only be judged on the battlefield according to their skills and bravery.”
“I see. Tell me, witch, do your spirits give you guidance about what our mission is about?”
“They tell me that your instinct to find the mines and enter them is smart. If we’re successful, we’ll discover a safe haven. The route, however, goes through dangerous caverns and tunnels. We’ll face many risks – being lost, captured, and attacked among them.”
“Do you know what dwells inside the mountain?” Rohini asked.
“Dragonlings, bats, lizards, snakes, scorpions, and all manner of beasts. And there are other things, deep in the ancient caves, things you don’t want to speak of, much less face.”
“We’ll camp here tonight, then. Tomorrow will be a new day, and we’ll enter the mountain after first light and a good meal. Inform the others.”
A Quest has been offered: [Enter Mines]
Existing Open Quests: [One]
Accept? [Y/N]
 



Chapter Nine
You’ll Be Afraid of Dusk.
~ Tagline, Assassins of Boulder Town, Rhith Corporation
On the weekend after he’d been offered the dream scholarship, Dale entered a conversation pod with a group of high school friends. Graduation was less than a month away, and everyone was excited.
Summer had nearly arrived, and by the fall their lives would be different than they could imagine. Dale chatted about trivial matters with Brian and several other gaming friends.
“Have you guys seen the preview of Assassins of Boulder Town?” someone asked the group.
“No,” Dale said.
“I have. It’s awesome,” Brian said. “Play the preview.”
One of the group brought up a full-sized Rhith-scope screen, and they watched the game trailer.
A desert came into view.
Cactus, turkey vultures, and cattle appeared. Off in the distance, a steam locomotive sped down iron tracks pulling a train towards an old Western town.
The next shot that appeared was of the inside of a saloon.
“A whiskey?” the bartender asked. He had a long dark beard and spoke with a Western accent. He poured a shot of whiskey into a dirty glass.
The view of the saloon panned across the bar to reveal poker players, ladies of the night, and a man playing the piano. The atmosphere of the game was dark and gritty. The saloon’s double doors flew open, and an ugly man wearing a black hat entered the room.
“I’m here for Charlie,” he growled.
The game’s preview jumped through a rapid set of clips: gun battles, buffalos, cattle, more gun battles, and views of canyons, mountains, and vast dark forests with elk, deer, bear, and wolves.
The final shot showed a group of Native American scouts looking over a bluff towards the town while the sun dropped behind distant mountains.
A voice-over declared, “Be afraid of dusk.”
Before the preview faded to black, the title appeared again.
Assassins of Boulder Town.
7.7.43
You’ll Be Afraid of Dusk.
“That looks like a great game,” Dale said. “But I’m more of a fantasy guy myself.”
“I love historicals,” someone said.
“It’s the only time you pay attention to history lessons,” one of the girls teased.
“He only likes them because prostitution is always legal in historicals.”
“Shut up,” he countered.
“Make me, fool.”
“I can’t wait to get to college and get away from children,” Dale whispered to Brian.
“Me too,” Brian said. “I like the look of that game, but I think you make better wolves.”
“When’s it coming out?” someone else asked.
“I think in a month,” another said.
The girl laughed. “Don’t you guys read? It said right on the trailer, July seventh.”
“I quit paying attention when the pictures ended.”
“Is anyone else worried about this government thing?” Dale asked.
“I’m not,” someone said.
“Me neither,” said a second person.
“You should be,” the female said. “But you’re too stupid.”
“My parents are freaked out,” a third said.
“It’s stupid,” someone else offered.
“The government has controlled the press since forever,” the female said. “So it’s all bullshit.”
“Everyone knows that already,” said another girl who Dale recognized from one of his classes.
A senior who played on the football team and had barely graduated spoke up. “What about these Nagant War rumors and–”
Someone interrupted him and called him a name.
Then a louder argument started.
Dale wished he’d never said anything.
In reality, he was worried one second, but not the next.
He went back and forth, like a bee going from a flower to its hive and back again.
It was a no-brainer, of course, to officially accept the PTU scholarship. His parents had agreed, and they’d gone to the administrative offices to sign all the paperwork.
Dale only had to finish the final three weeks of high school, avoid being sucked into a volunteer program – or a war – and not get hit by a bus.
Dale decided he wasn’t going to worry about the government, the press, rumors of war, or public transportation. He’d received the offer of a lifetime, and he fully intended to avoid being sidetracked, delayed, or sent to Afghanistan on a “voluntary” peacekeeping mission.
 
A month later, Dale Brown graduated with a ranking that put him in the top two percent.
He avoided being hit by a bus.
The only thing floating around in the back of his mind was the possibility of being forced to delay his studies at PTU because ultimately the government could call him into service, scholarship or not.
The gossip mill surrounding the war had mostly died down. Nothing had changed. The same nightly news with the same anchors continued to report as they always had.
When the big day arrived, he had a final dinner with the family.
“I’m going to miss you, son,” his mother said. “Don’t stay away too long.”
“I’ll sort of miss all of you,” he said.
“I won’t miss you,” his little brother said. He stuck out his tongue. “Are you leaving your game for me?”
“No, I told you. I need my Rhith–”
“That’s not fair!” he complained.
“You’re too young to play,” Dale reminded him.
“I am not. Mooooom! Dale is teasing me.”
“You’ll be old enough in a couple of years,” Dale said.
“Enough bickering,” their father ordered. Earl picked up a bowl of mashed potatoes. “You’re ruining this nice dinner. I’m having seconds. Boys?”
“I’m full,” the littlest Brown declared. “Can I have dessert now?”
“I need to order a car,” Dale said, “and make it to the train on time. And I hate long goodbyes.”
He kissed his mother, shook hands with his father, and rubbed his little brother’s head.
While riding the train into downtown Cincinnati, Dale received a text message.
Brian: So you’re going?
Dale: Y.
Brian: You promised. We shook on it.
Dale: I can’t pass this up.
Brian: You made a deal. If you were my friend, you wouldn’t go.
Dale: This is a dream come true.
Brian: You’re being selfish.
Dale: I need to go.
He made it to school with only a tiny remainder of guilt.
Cole greeted him and showed him to his new dorm room, where all of his belongings had already been delivered.
“That’s efficient,” Dale said.
“Things are like that around here,” Cole agreed.
“Great. Anything else I should know about before I unpack?”
Dale inspected the room. It was bigger than his bedroom at home, and it had a small window with a real view to the outside.
Not that there was much to see besides another building, but it was real.
He was excited to be on his own, but a little uneasy too.
“Nothing else to worry about tonight,” Cole said. “Just be on time for the orientation tomorrow at ten. I know that’s early, but someone thinks it’s efficient.” He pointed upward and grinned.
Dale gave him a quizzical look.
“I’m not saying there isn’t any privacy here,” Cole said, but he was shaking his head and smiling.
Dale nodded.
Cole left him alone, and he discovered a gift his mother had secretly packed – a framed family photo taken the previous summer. The shot had a classic, old-fashioned look. A father, a mother, and two boys in a small fishing boat.
The Browns had vacationed at a man-made lake. It had been a fun trip. He’d complained at the time about being offline for three days as if that disconnection was going to cause him severe trauma.
Well, it might have, he thought.
Time to set up the Rhith Console.
 



Chapter Ten
All life sprang from the sea.
~ Incan Goddess Mama Cocha
Princess Rohini accepted the quest to enter the mines.
During the night, she slept uneasily.
She first dreamt of dragonlings and dwarfs.
Next, her dreams cascaded with scenarios revolving around the complex decisions she had to make in real life as Lia. Universities, government-run volunteer programs, and whether she should accept the intriguing advances of a particular American all influenced her dreaming. Lia lived in Medellín, Colombia, and she wasn’t sure where the world was headed.
She believed that serendipity was a factor of life, and not just in random number generators and loot drops.
Love was often found in the most unexpected places.
The next morning, ready for an adventure, Princess Talargo entered the mines on foot with her troop.
Riding on mounts was forbidden in the mines and tunnels throughout the Arodian Mountains, or at least was prevented by the game mechanics.
Any attempt to sit on a mount led to having your head bashed into the ceiling. It was one of those rules that stubborn players figured out the hard way.
Pets, however, were allowed in the mines.
The Waltores were useful, both as guards and trackers. What Rohini wished for was an Arodian Red Molerat. Unfortunately, they could only be obtained in rare loot drops.
She’d only seen one in action so far.
“Does anyone have a pet similar to a Red Molerat?” she asked the group. They were walking along a straight passageway that seemed to lead to the center of the mountain.
“I have a pet, my lady,” the witch said, “that may prove useful.”
Rohini had decided that she had no choice but to trust the witch, so she’d spent time getting to know her better. Her name was Kelty, and her race, when in her professional avatar, was Zuharah. The Zuharah were a tribe of wizards, warlocks, and witches – the distinction of which nobody on the outside seemed to be able to make.
Kelty’s class was Magisk, and her professional guild was an Elidar clan, so she’d stacked her skills in favor of spell-casting damage.
Although they’d hired her as a guide, she was the best DPS-ranged attacker in the group.
Rohini hoped she was loyal.
“What kind of pet?” she asked.
“A Yoltian Albino Volerat,” Kelty answered, and summoned it.
The otherwise all-white creature had pink eyes, paws with broad, stiff claws designed for digging, and long whiskers on its narrow snout. It rooted at the ground, continually smelled the air, and darted around like she was on amphetamines.
“She’s not as rare as a Red Molerat, but nearly as useful. If dwarfs are near, she’ll smell them, and her body will change from white to pink to red the closer they get. She’s also immune to black, red, and green pit adders, so she can tank for us if we run into a pit of snakes, which, around here, is quite likely.”
“Very good,” Rohini said.
“Also, my lady, she’s a rooter. If she smells useful herbs, she’ll dig them up. I try to keep a wide variety of herbs on hand, especially in dangerous spots like this. Healing herbs could mean the difference between life and a painful death.”
“It is as you say, Kelty,” Rohini agreed. “I’m glad you’ve joined us. And please, call me Rohini. All of this ‘my lady’ formality wears on me.”
“As you wish,” Kelty said.
Rohini studied the walls, floors, and ceilings as they walked through the cavern. Whenever she noticed an anomaly, she stopped and investigated. When she discovered a loose stone, she pried it out with her hunting knife, and a hidden scroll appeared.
Congratulations!
You’ve discovered your first Lore Book, The Mines of Queen Zerynthia.
New skill tree opened: Lore Knowledge
Level: Inept.
As you grow in this skill, you will be able to decipher ancient secrets that will help increase your abilities in the magic arts. Lore Knowledge Skill will also help you to solve puzzles and riddles.
Hint: Not all gods are real, and not all legends are true. But remember that myths can be truthful lies, and spotting deception can uncover spies.
She read the lore book out loud to the others, hoping it might help in some way, but whether or not it had any useful information, she had no idea even after reading it twice.
The mines of Queen Zerynthia were once the primary producers of diamonds, gold, and emeralds on Almaach. Myths have surrounded the hidden treasures of Queen Zerynthia since her demise. The seeker of treasure is granted this poem; may its ageless wisdom help in the quest for the queen’s lost riches:
The Poem of Sorrow
The greedy seek where desire leads
The wealthy store treasure beyond their needs
The wise dismiss ancient myths
The true seeker finds more than gifts
“What does it mean?” Ruthann asked.
“I don’t know,” Rohini answered. “Maybe nothing.” She put the scroll into her inventory and returned to walking along the path. They took turns lighting torches, walking point, and occasionally stopping to rest.
After they traveled for many more hours, the surroundings changed. The walls had carvings and reliefs of figures, animals, and battle scenes. The pathway remained dark, but moss and ferns began to appear. They glowed with yellow, green, and blue phosphorescence.
Their path opened into an elaborately decorated cavern. In the center of the space was an unadorned stone throne.
“A dwarf king throne, perhaps,” Kelty said.
Rohini began to ask a question. “Does your–”
But it was cut short when one of the soldiers touched the throne, sending it into a downward slide. When it disappeared below the floor, a loud crash echoed through the room. A massive gate dropped from the ceiling, blocking the entrance tunnel behind them with thick iron bars.
They were trapped.
The cavern walls began to glow from the light cast by red and purple glyphs carved into the ceiling. The colors throbbed as if the symbols were beating hearts.
Wind blew through the chamber and their torches went out. The mini-storm intensified and created a whistling sound that distorted their voices when they tried to communicate.
Each member of the party transformed into fighting avatars the moment the action started. Rohini’s avatar was the race called Isca, a jaguar-like creature. Lia had been fascinated with their history and the Aztec legends that were their origin. Their abilities were based on duality: cunning versus naïveté. They were easily deceived by gods and magic, sometimes to the point of foolishness, but they were also brilliant strategists and good at solving puzzles.
Rohini’s vision was excellent in the dark, but not every race had night vision. “Quickly, we need a Glow Orb!” she cried.
The command wasn’t needed; Kelty had begun an enchantment the moment the wind blew out the first torch.
A sphere of glowing light appeared in her hand, and she set it on the floor. It created no heat but lit the entire cavern as if it were noon on a cloudless day.
The cavern’s wall symbols began to move as if they’d received a breath of life enchantment, and they formed into faces. Once complete, they laughed with a hideous, mocking cackle. Adders slithered through carved mouths and dropped to the floor. Red, green, purple, blue, and black snakes poured into the room and attacked.
“Each color indicates a unique venom, Princess,” Kelty warned. “And every race has different susceptibility towards each type.”
The fighting turned into chaos and confusion.
Kelty’s pet moved into position to tank. The witch concentrated on killing the purple adders, which was the only color her volerat wasn’t immune to.
Rohini chopped and hacked snakes with mechanical precision, but as they killed the attacking adders, more poured from the walls.
Every dead creature gave experience points.
+10XP!
+7XP!
+10XP!
+5XP!
+7XP!
At such low amounts they’d wear out their arms before achieving anything worthwhile. Snake killing wasn’t tricky, but swinging a sword took energy, and stamina wasn’t endless. Without a way to replenish themselves, even the lowest of mobs would eventually kill them if the enemies kept attacking in large enough numbers.
Each adder dropped loot, but it was usually a centrie coin, barely worth the energy it took to pick it up. They were in a battle of attrition, and they were losing.
“Could we use a binding spell to make something to plug those holes?” Rohini asked. One of her soldiers was especially fond of obscure enchantments. She asked him if he could think of a way to seal the chamber against the reptiles.
“I’ll try,” he said. “I need a moment.” He closed his eyes. It was the best way to call up information, especially when chaos was filling an avatar’s vision.
The rest of the group protected him while he researched.
“I have it, but I need someone in a Hephaestus guild clan to help me with the–”
“Here,” said another soldier. “What do you need?”
“Can you craft a binding clay using the dust?”
“I have it. Go on!” the second soldier exclaimed.
“Transfer it to me.”
The crafting soldier added enchantment to the clay, which he’d formed into balls. He handed them to the group as fast as he could make them. “Shove these into the holes!”
“Will it work?” someone asked.
“The enchantment will bind the surfaces and seal the openings,” he answered. “But the best way to find out is to do it.”
“Make it happen,” Rohini ordered.
Once they squeezed the clay into the openings, the magic applied itself and caused the plugs to harden into a solid barrier.
Rohini returned to chopping up the dozens of existing snakes. The most powerful and fastest of them were the hardest to kill, and the stone floor had become slick with blood.
She chopped off the head of a ten-meter-long purple adder. +25XP!
Next, she destroyed a twelve-meter-long red adder with two heads. +50XP!
When the last of the snakes was killed, the stone throne in the center of the room returned to its original position. Coiled on the seat was a spitting cobra. Its first attack hit the princess. She screamed at the shocking pain caused by the venom.
Along with the cobra, miniature scorpions poured out from underneath the dwarf king’s stone monument. While the creatures were small and easily crushed, they were swift and capable of swarming up the legs of a victim. Rohini watched in vain, unable to strike back, as one of her soldiers fell from the stings delivered by hundreds of the tiny insects as they swarmed over his body and under his armor. He grasped at his face before he died, as if he wanted to pull the skin off his face.
The cobra spat at Rohini again while she was distracted. Its venom stung her, even through armor. Her health bar indicator dropped quickly.
She brought out a shield and dove away from the next shot of venom the cobra spat at her face.
“Princess! Pay attention or you’ll be next!” Ruthann shouted.
Rohini rolled, spun, and came to her knees with her shield in front of her. She blocked the next flying ball of poison, but in her evasion she picked up dozens of scorpions, which stung her over and over.
“Holy shit!” she screamed.
She dropped her shield to smash the stinging enemies with her bare hands, but that opened her up to a barrage of attacks from the cobra.
Her health bar moved below the fifty percent point.
“Guard me,” Kelty said to another soldier.
She dropped to her knees next to Rohini and applied healing herbs.
Meanwhile, Ruthann coordinated with two tanks to provide a shield against the cobra. The rest of the troop attacked it with swords, war hammers, and arrows.
“Quickly, eat these,” Kelty said to the princess. “They’ll provide an immunity.”
Rohini did so while using a short sword to scrape scorpions off her body.
Kelty stomped on them as they hit the ground, and eventually they killed the last of them.
“I’m warming up an enchantment to get your health back to a hundred percent.” Kelty sent healing power into the princess, and they returned to the attack.
“Quickly!” Rohini shouted. “Tanks, move in front of me, and bowmen, back off a little and range behind us. Try a variety of arrows, and let’s figure out how to kill this thing.”
Kelty commanded her pet to move in close to the cobra. It took some minor damage, but because of its venom resistance, it lost little HP in the exchange.
The volerat drew the attention of the snake, which allowed those concentrating on DPS to work. They quickly discovered brass-tipped arrows caused the most damage. They fired arrow after arrow, extinguishing their supply before switching to less powerful projectiles.
Rohini moved closer with her shield raised in front of her and hacked at the snake’s head with her saber.
The cobra slithered across the room, took a defensive position against the wall, and continued to spit venom.
Its firing rate and accuracy had dropped considerably since the start of the battle. The tanks were eventually able to get in a fair amount of hacks and slices as the cobra’s attack diminished.
The snake’s health bar dropped to under ten percent.
Rohini and two of her soldiers forced it against a half column that protruded from the stone wall and, using a pincer attack, were able to pin the mob.
They aimed their last strikes at its head.
The cobra succumbed to the onslaught. Its health bar hit zero. As it died, melting into a milky blue mist, the remaining scorpions withered to dust and crumbled into nothingness.
“Come on, RNG Jesus!” one of the soldiers shouted.
Rohini laughed. “I guess I’d better pray to Mama Cocha, and we’ll see whether an Inca goddess grants wishes too!”
+1000XP
Killed: Cobra Boss Level 10
Dropped: 100 bars of gold
Dropped: Emerald Green Adder Pet
Rohini retrieved her loot. Apparently, Mama Cocha was in a good mood after all. She inspected the pet.
Emerald Green Adder
Level 5
A reptile battle pet
Attack style: Biting. Will attack and kill other adders
“We need to move out,” Ruthann said. “Play with your loot later.”
“How do we get out of here?” someone said.
“We’re trapped, by the looks of it.”
 



Chapter Eleven
What is real? What is an illusion? Nobody knows, least of all me.
~ Vice-Dean Bold
Dale joined sixty new students in a large conference room. An upperclassman stood at the podium and leaned into the microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen, please give a warm welcome to Vice-Dean Bold.”
The students clapped.
“Good morning, students,” the vice-dean said. “I’ll make this short and to the point. Your lives will never be the same after today. Graduates of our programs have changed the world. Our alumni have won awards ranging from the Nobel Peace Prize to the X-Olympics, to every major gaming prize on the planet. We influence the entertainment industry and the military-industrial complex. Space programs across the globe use our systems for the training and development of their teams. Medical, biological sciences, disease prevention, and numerous other fields depend upon our models, our programming, and our hardware.
“I have no doubt that from among you we will see amazing things in the future. In a moment I’ll start a short presentation. Some of you will come to realize that your destiny is different than what you’ve planned. Ladies and gentlemen, good luck!”
The students cheered, and the vice-dean left the dais. A moment later a presentation began.
A knight on a horse in full medieval battle armor appeared. The mounted warrior carried a metal lance. The warhorse pawed its front hoof on what appeared to be grass and dirt.
Steam billowed from its nostrils.
The steed snorted and took a step backward.
A massive dragon appeared on the opposite side of the stage.
A voice of authority filled the room. “From the dawn of storytelling we have told stories of heroes’ journeys.”
Dale thought he recognized the voice; it sounded like a famous actor.
“The story of a knight and a dragon pitted in battle is ageless. We’ve created a way for our users to experience the excitement of this type of confrontation for themselves. The fear, the anxiety, and even the pain are realistic. Victory is sweet when it’s achieved by a challenger. Watch.”
The horse charged.
The dragon leapt.
The fantasy scene played out in front of the students as if they were in an outdoor meadow watching a duel between mortal enemies. The sounds were real. Every detail of the set appeared authentic. Even the smells of the fight, the horse, the dragon, and the faint scent of eucalyptus trees were present.
Dale had watched realistic CGI since he was a child, and he had played games that were amazing in their realism, but the action playing out on the stage was on another level. In spite of knowing that he wasn’t in danger, he broke into a cold sweat.
His heart raced; his primal brain overrode his intellect.
The knight lowered his lance and plunged it into the dragon. Bright red blood gushed from its wound, and the scene froze.
Perfectly round orbs of blood hung above the grass as if they’d been painted on an invisible canvas.
A tall, muscular man walked across the stage. It was Tory Wells, the popular actor who’d narrated the scene. He walked in between the knight and the dragon, put his hands on the lance, and smiled.
“Students–”
He was interrupted by applause from the crowd.
“Students, please, sit. Thank you for the gracious welcome.”
The students sat and the applause died.
“I’m not actually here on this stage. In fact, I’m a hologram. Let me prove it.” He waved his hand.
The scene returned to life.
The dragon swatted away the lance, opened its mouth, and roared fire. The blaze consumed the knight and the horse, their remains turned into ash. The dragon rose above Tory Wells and ate him.
“You see, students,” Tory’s voice echoed in the room, “I wasn’t physically in the room. You were applauding a hologram in a presentation. What’s real and what isn’t is no longer something you can assume you know.”
The dragon walked to the front of the stage and ate a student who was sitting in the front row. Then the beast disappeared, and the vice-dean reappeared.
“Hello, students. Fantastic dragon, yes?” He took a step towards the crowd and spoke again. “No, don’t answer me. I’m a hologram, too. What’s really going to get you thinking is this question: was I physically here a few moments ago? Was that me giving you a welcome speech this morning? Or was it a vision of me? Perhaps I was still at home in bed? Maybe I was in Zurich? You’ll never know.”
He walked to the first row and raised his voice. “I’d like to remind you that everything is questionable. Everything. Life, death, the future. What is real? What is an illusion? Nobody knows, least of all me.”
And then he disappeared again.
The stage went black.
A knight appeared on a horse.
The horse breathed and stomped its feet.
A Tyrannosaurus rex appeared. It took three steps towards the knight, leaned forward, and bellowed. Dale felt his skin grow goose bumps. The cry of the beast fooled his primal brain again, and his subconscious reacted as if actual danger existed.
The scene froze, and Tory Wells appeared.
“I look pretty good for someone who was eaten by a dragon, do I not?” He walked to the edge of the stage and spread his arms. “This is not merely entertainment, students,” he declared. “I want you to remember something, one thing above all else, as you begin your studies. The future is not determined by fate and chance. The future is determined by the actions of people. The knight and the dragon is an old story. It’s a morality play, as ageless as men themselves. God and Satan. Good and evil. The T. rex represents a way of mixing up the familiar, making it more entertaining and exciting. But it’s not only for fun, students.”
Tory Wells paused and looked from left to right before continuing. “These constructs have a serious purpose, and I mean beyond playing Rhith World MMOs. The universe we live in is changing. Everything has evolved into something new, especially warfare. The world’s governments are currently negotiating a peace treaty. If ratified, it’ll be more significant than all the agreements ever passed combined.”
He paused for effect and then crossed his arms. “If passed, all future conflicts will take place in virtual reality.”
A buzz of excited voices filled the room.
“Hold on, please,” Tory Wells commanded. “I want you to consider the benefits. There will no longer be civilian casualties. Important infrastructure will remain intact. Instead of destroying the environment, war will only use a small amount of electricity. Best of all, the use of a construct will create a fair playing field for all sides. Large countries can no longer rely on their wealth and size to bully the small.”
 
During lunch, in the middle of the third day of orientation, Dale was interrupted by an announcement calling all new students to a special meeting.
“Anybody have an idea what this is about?” someone shouted from the end of the table.
“No idea,” another student answered.
“Probably nothing to get worked up about,” a female student said.
A freshman stood. “It’s going to be something governmental. I saw officials from the governor’s office and military police here this morning. It’ll be about the Nagant War, no doubt.”
“That’s a stupid rumor,” an older student said.
“It’s not!” the younger student claimed.
“No, it’s really stupid–”
“It’s a fucking video game,” a second, nervous-sounding underclassman said from across the table.
“Virtual reality Rhith Worlds are not video games,” Dale said a little too loudly. “They’re highly complex constructs that mimic–”
“Shut up, nerd boy,” one of the students said. “They’re games. Not reality. I’m so sick of you–”
“Don’t listen to her, man,” said yet another student. “The war is real, and the Nagant Monks are like gods from another world.”
Dale couldn’t tell if the student was mocking him or not.
“I thought we were exempt,” someone said. “From the war, I mean, or whatever, the volunteer program.”
“I thought so, too,” Dale agreed.
“It’s the government, man. Nobody’s ever exempt from anything,” the second female student pointed out. “You guys are children.”
Dale took the remainder of his lunch to the recycling chute and walked silently to the meeting room. His mood morphed from sour to outright rotten by the time he took his seat.
When the meeting started, Vice-Dean Bold introduced a major from the Earth United Defense Army.
The students clapped politely, but everyone in the room seemed anxious and expectant of bad news.
“Students,” the officer said in a clipped military tone, “my name is Major Blank. I’m the commander of recruitment for the state of Ohio. I serve under the auspices of the Earth United Defense Army, and at the pleasure of the President of the Unified States.”
The major glared over the crowd. “I’m here today to speak to you about your responsibilities and requirements under the law. Congress, in passing the Haight-Frank-Todd Emergency Bill, has ensured our citizens that nothing is more crucial than the safety of the American people, as well as the world. Your generation is being called upon to do your duty for your country.”
Dale felt like he was attending a funeral.
“I understand that you bright and outstanding students may be experiencing some apprehension right about now. I sympathize. You’ve started on a path to build a better future for yourselves. I want you to know that for that future to be possible for you, there must be a future for everyone. The Nagant War has begun. There’s no stopping it. There’s no backing out. There is no surrender.”
Dale felt a dull ache in the pit of his stomach.
At the official end of the school day, Dale discovered Brian sitting in the visitors’ room at the dorms.
“What are you doing here?” he asked.
“Hey, Dale,” Brian said. “I heard about the–”
“Hey, I thought you weren’t speaking to me anymore?”
“I’m over it. Sorry. I understand why you came here,” Brian answered.
“It’s a great school and an amazing opportunity,” Dale said. “Well, it was until a little while ago.”
Brian nodded his head. “Can we go somewhere and talk?”
“Sure.” Dale led him to his dorm room. They chatted about old times, avoiding the subject they both knew had brought Brian to the campus.
“It’s coming,” Brian said.
“I know.”
“You’re not happy about it.”
“Of course not.”
“I begin trials in two days.” Brian sounded confident. Overly confident.
“Good luck,” Dale said.
“Thank you. But I wanted to ask you something. That’s why I’m here.”
“Okay, go ahead,” Dale said.
“The Troth haven’t contacted you, have they?”
“Why would you ask that?” Dale said. “You think I’m in contact with terrorists? Are you trying to get me in trouble?”
“They go after the brightest of the bright, and I know you. You’re not only a great gamer and programmer, you have skills that aren’t easy to obtain.”
“So?” Dale grunted.
“They know you’ve got skills the army wants, and they also know, I’m sure, that you’re not happy about getting drafted–”
“Who says I’m being drafted?”
“You haven’t turned on the news in the last few hours, have you? It’s what’s going to happen; there’s no doubt.”
“You don’t know–”
“I’m sure of it. And, I’m also sure the Troth have you on their radar–”
“Well, I’m not joining a hackers’–”
“Even white hat–”
“They’re not white–”
“Okay, gray, but still–”
“I’m still not joining them,” Dale stated forcefully. “If you keep bringing them up, you’re going to have to leave.”
“People can read message boards, Dale. You know – even between the lines. And some of the conversations we’ve been in…”
“What are you saying?” Dale asked, obviously irritated.
“We talked with friends of friends, people we didn’t know. They’ve heard you talk about your opinion of the volunteer programs. I’m sure you’re a target – even if you think you’re not.”
“Who sent you to ask me about this?” Dale’s face burned.
“Nobody. I came on my own. I want to offer you a deal.”
“For the fucking Troth! Are you nuts?” Dale stood up. “I want you to leave.”
“No, sorry. For God’s sake, you’ve misunderstood me. I want you to reconsider the buddy program. That’s all.”
“Oh,” Dale said. He looked at the ceiling and spoke loudly. “Good. I hate the Troth.”
“I know, Dale. Shit. You think I want to get executed? Jesus.” Brian paced for a minute and waited for Dale to calm down before saying, “Well?”
“So, the buddy program,” Dale said. “What’s the benefit to me? I don’t want to leave school. Shit.”
“We can get guaranteed assignment in the same platoon–”
“You’re talking about the military?” Dale raised his voice. “You know–”
“We’ll be together at least–”
“I don’t want to join the military. I thought you were talking about going to Ecuador or something.”
“The only way to avoid getting a shit assignment is to join up ahead of the crowd. We can watch each other’s backs. I know you’re more skilled than I am, but don’t forget you promised me before.”
“I don’t know.” Dale took a deep breath. He didn’t like the way the day was turning out. “I don’t want to join the army,” he finally said.
“You don’t have much choice, but the good news is that it’ll be in an MMO. It’s what you’re best at. You’ll do your time and then come back here. If you join now, you’ll level and rank and grow faster than all the suckers who will be forced to join later.”
Dale looked at the floor. “Jesus.”
“Think about it. If you have to go anyway. If you have to delay your university. If you’re going to end up having to go to war no matter what. We should go together. It’s what we talked about.”
“I need some time to think,” Dale whispered. He felt like when his high school sweetheart dumped him.
Dull. Sad. Hopeless.
“Alright,” Brian said. “Can you let me know soon?”
“By tomorrow or the next day,” Dale answered. “I need to talk to my dad.”
Brian stuck out his hand.
Dale reached out and shook with his best friend.
And realized that his life had probably just changed forever.
 



Chapter Twelve
It doesn’t feel like cheating when you’re in a simulation.
~ Director Blaine
Six months earlier
 
Samuel Smith enjoyed his work.
He found satisfaction in debugging software, fixing other people’s mistakes, and giving advice.
In his free time he played VR-MMOs, and his favorite had always been Water Witch Werewolf War, often referred to as Four-W by fans, and Four-Wackos by detractors. Samuel, who preferred to be called Smith, nearly always played the Paladin Knight in Four-W, a support character who had a versatile range of skills and magic.
He was working at his desk on a Tuesday morning when his boss sent him a message summoning him to the level six supervisor’s office.
When he arrived, Mr. Blaine, the level six supervisor, asked if he was Samuel Smith.
“Yes, sir,” Smith replied.
“Says here you’ve been working here for less than two years.”
“Sounds about–”
“Never mind that. Sit down,” Blaine instructed.
Smith sat and waited.
When Blaine was done reading from his monitor, he looked at Smith as if to question him.
“Sir?” Smith said.
“Oh, nothing. You came here right out of high school, yes?”
“Yes, sir,” he answered.
“That explains your youthfulness, but I was trying to figure out how…is this correct?” he asked. He turned the monitor toward Smith and pointed to a screenshot taken of an old Four-W scoreboard.
“Um, yes, sir. It looks correct,” Smith said. He didn’t want to sound arrogant, but the scores were accurate. He’d memorized the screenshot a long time ago.
“But, you’d be–”
“Fourteen, sir,” he said. “I don’t want to brag.”
“At fourteen, you were the best player in the world at this – this, what do you guys call this?” Blaine asked.
“Four-W, sir. Or by the full name, Water Witch Werewolf War.”
“That’s a mouthful.”
“Yes, sir. Thus, I think, the reason for the short version, Four-W,” Smith said.
“I see.” Blaine turned the monitor back around. “Do you enjoy working here, son?”
“Absolutely.”
“Good. I have a proposal for you. A special assignment,” Blaine said. “You’ll be paid your regular salary, of course, but there will be a little something extra. I think this will appeal to you. The job entails playing a game.”
“Really?” Smith stiffened and sat up straighter. “I’ll get paid to play a game?”
“Yes, it’s that simple, really,” Blaine answered. Then he laughed under his breath. “There’s a catch, of course. But I think you’ll find it…intriguing. A challenge.”
“Okay,” Smith said. “Can you explain?”
“We’re about to begin our final round of testing for a new game. A new MMO. It’s called The Nagant Battle Online for now, but that may change. We’ve got to make sure it’s debugged the best we can before unleashing it on the world. If you know what I mean.”
“Understood, sir,” Smith said.
“The projected soft release date is in about three months, and we hope to get…never mind. The details won’t concern you. What I need to know is if you’re in good health. Do you think so?”
“I believe I am, sir,” Smith answered.
“Well, I have the company reports, but they aren’t recent enough. Not detailed enough, either. Frankly, we need access to your full psychological profile. I mean, if you have one somewhere?”
“Um, no, sir, um, not that I’m aware of,” Smith answered.
“Well, you’d know if you’d been sent to a head doctor,” Blaine said.
“No, I haven’t,” he said.
“Good. You’ll have to take a physical. That’s protocol, but I’m sure you’ll pass.”
“I think so, too,” Smith said. He was in good shape. “Why do I need a physical?”
“The game has pain.”
“You mean like–”
“No. I mean like when you get hit in the face with a war hammer, you feel something. Not necessarily as if someone had actually hit you with a war hammer, mind you. But it’s still going to hurt. Real pain. Simulated death.”
“That doesn’t sound very…” Smith search for the right words. “It doesn’t sound like something people are going to line up to buy, if you want my opinion.”
“Oh, you’d be surprised,” Blaine said. “Our new VR suit…it’s beyond anything you can imagine. You’ve heard the rumors?”
“Of course. The word is that it’s amazing,” Smith answered. “I don’t know that everything I’ve heard is true–”
“Oh, it’s true,” Blaine stated matter-of-factly. “The rumors actually don’t do it justice. You see, it’s not only pain we’ve learned how to deliver without real damage, but we’ve also accomplished pleasure delivery. That’s what people pay for.”
“You make them face painful death scenarios to level up so they can, what? Build harems? Have sexual fantasies in virtual reality?”
Blaine ignored the questions.
Smith asked another. “You’ve been in a Rhith Suit, sir? A real one?”
“Yup.” Blaine smiled. “I went to this thing in a virtual Las Vegas. The girls…” Blaine blushed and rubbed his eyes. “Let’s just say I wouldn’t want to tell the missus about it. Not that it was, I mean, the girls weren’t real. It’s just…never mind, Smith. Can you use a sword?”
“Well, I’m pretty good with one in a game, sure, but that’s–”
“Different. Exactly! What’s unique about this game, this Nagant thing, is the suit requires you to have physical dexterity to play at the high levels. This isn’t about pushing a mouse button fast or being able to coordinate your thumbs. It’s not about being able to use a handheld controller with a lot of skill. This construct is far beyond that kind of thing, Smith. Way, way beyond.”
“So you’re saying I’m gonna get paid to play this amazing game, and it’s the most awesome thing ever?”
“That’s right,” Blaine said with a half smile. “I just need you to sign this little waiver.”
 



Chapter Thirteen
When it comes to seduction, the difference between a sixteen-year-old and fifty-year-old is only a few degrees of cunningness.
~ Ambassador Robur
“Don’t be negative,” Ruthann said. “It only seems like we’re trapped in here. There’s always a way out.”
“She’s right,” Kelty agreed. “We need to find a keyhole or a secret doorway or a magic gate.”
The group searched for a way out of the room. They checked the walls, the floors, and the stone throne of the dead cobra.
“I can’t think of anywhere else to look,” a soldier said.
“Keep trying,” the princess said. “There must be a secret exit. I can’t imagine we need to break down that gate.”
“I found a set of numbers, my lady,” a soldier said.
“Great. New rule, no more with the ‘my lady’ or the ‘my princess.’ This isn’t a historical romance novel. Just call me Rohini. Or Roh would be okay.”
“As in row, row, row your boat?” a soldier asked.
“I’d row her boat–”
“I’ll be in my bunk–”
“Pigs…” Lia-Rohini shook her head. “Okay, personal avatars, everyone. I’m still in charge here…I think.”
“You are, my…Rohini,” Ruthann said. “I’ll start thumping them if you ask.”
“I’ll take a thumping,” one of the men said.
“Enough already. Let’s have a feast and rest,” Rohini said, “while Kelty and Ruthann figure out the puzzle. I know if I ask any of you to do it, we’ll be stuck here so long we’ll starve.”
“But not before we turn to cannibalism,” one of the braver soldiers said.
“I call dibs on–”
“Watch it,” Rohini said. “I have a sense of humor, but I’m still a lady.”
“I thought you said–”
“Shut up and eat something. Oh, Mama Cochin, save me from these fools!”
“Rohini,” Kelty said, “the puzzle is a grid made of ten rows across and ten down, one hundred numbers.”
Rohini inspected the apparently random numbers. She looked at the group. “Okay, everyone, get your minds out of the gutter and think about math. Do we have any math majors in here?”
“I didn’t major in math, but you can have my numbers anytime,” one of the soldiers offered.
“I’d sooner bring back the cobra,” she said.
“Ouch.”
“Did she just say she likes snakes?”
“Now think, people, and I mean with the head on your shoulders. I didn’t come to another world just to hang out with junior high boys.”
“Hey! I think I’ve got it,” Kelty shouted.
Rohini’s eyes hurt when they left the mines and entered the sunlight. She breathed in the fresh mountain air and surveyed the valley before them. “Wow. The smell of pine is amazing.”
“What? You didn’t appreciate the dank air of the mines?” Kelty asked.
“Nope. Thanks for having the foresight to get a degree in math,” Rohini answered. “I think I would have killed one of these jokers if we’d been stuck much longer.”
The princess’s map showed a valley, but only with the very minimum of details. It was called the Valley of Shadows, and it was the correct place to be if your destination was Pierstone Castle, which was where she wanted to go.
“We need to locate a large river, then head upstream until we get to the Bridge of Askgorothian. According to the map, passing over the bridge will lead us to a safe trail. After that, our way leads us past a landmark called the Three Queens. From there, the path will take us directly to the castle.”
“I can hear a river,” said one of her soldiers, whose avatar was a Sidheagin, a race of werewolf-type creatures with excellent hearing. “It’s in that direction.” He pointed. “And not far away, either.”
He stepped into the open for a moment, only to immediately back into the trees. “Take cover! Something approaches.”
“Roh,” Ruthann said as she dove for cover, “I sense that we’re being watched.”
“I concur,” Kelty said. “It’s a large party, too. Platoon size, at least.”
“Arms, everyone,” Rohini ordered. She realized as she spoke that it was a redundant command. Her soldiers had already drawn their weapons.
An arrow struck the tree next to her with a scroll wrapped around the shaft.
Rohini sheathed her weapon. “Stay alert,” she said. Probably another redundancy, she realized, but giving orders helped her feel in control. She raised her shield, just in case, and leaned towards the neighboring tree. She pulled the shaft from the trunk and opened the scroll.
By Order of His Majesty King Moschatel
Dragon Slayer & Lord of Castle Pierstone
You are hereby ordered to stand down.
Failure will result in your destruction.
Treachery will land you in the Dungeon of Bones,
Where you will be fed to wraith dragonlings.
Signed, Robur
The representative of King Moschatel
Long live the king!
“Stand down,” she said. “Put away your weapons. We’ve received an offer of peace from the king’s ambassador. King Moschatel is an ally of my father’s. I believe we’re safe.”
“I sense no treachery,” the witch concurred.
The soldiers followed her instructions. Once their weapons were sheathed, a creature appeared out of the woods.
“A Sigtrygg,” Kelty said. “Kind of like a dwarf. Are you familiar with this race?”
“No,” Rohini said. “Are they friendly?”
“Usually,” Kelty answered. “And believe it or not, they are the best cooks on Almaach.”
Rohini moved to the front of her party and observed the dwarf approach. He was shorter than her, and stocky, with long curly hair and a beard braided into dozens of small strands that hung down to his chest. He wore light armor, but his head remained uncovered. He was not bearing a sword or a bow.
Rohini assumed he had well-armed guards hidden in the trees.
The dwarf reached her and nodded his head. “I am Robur, ambassador to King Moschatel. My king rules the lands from Castle Pierstone to the great Blue Leaf Meadow in the south, and to the Sea of Serpents in the east.”
He paused and looked at Rohini’s soldiers. “You have entered his kingdom uninvited. He is Lord of Herbs, Lord of Time, and Dragon Slayer. State your business and intentions.”
Rohini smiled. “I have met your king,” she said. “I am Princess Rohini Talargo. My father is King Talargo. We come in peace, Ambassador.”
“I know of your father,” Robur said.
“I bear news of the coming war,” Rohini said, “and I wish to ask your king for sanctuary.”
“Very good, Princess,” Robur said. On his outstretched left arm, he placed a piece of bloody meat on the dark brown gauntlet. He whistled, and a multicolored falcon dropped out of the sky. It shrieked, landed on his arm, and gulped the meat in a single swallow.
A new Sidheagin appeared from the woods carrying a scroll. He dropped to a knee in front of Robur and unrolled it.
“Princess, may I have your seal?” Robur asked.
Rohini inspected the parchment.
The words were handwritten in a beautiful script. The scroll presented a description of everything that had transpired since they’d shown up in the valley. The number of soldiers in Rohini’s troop, their apparent strength, races, and the presence of the dogs and ponies was included.
Finally, the scroll memorialized Rohini’s request.
Reading down, she came to a spot that required her seal.
“Wax?” Rohini asked.
The scribe produced a charmed candle, which lit itself and dripped red wax onto the parchment.
Rohini pressed her ring into the melted pool and smiled at Robur.
“Very good, Princess,” Robur said. “I shall send it off.”
The scribe rolled the scroll tightly and placed it into a tiny cylinder attached to the falcon’s leg.
Robur spoke a chant over the bird of prey, and it flew away. He whistled several new notes, and a party of eighteen walked out of the woods. He instructed them to set up camp, prepare a meal, and post guards.
“Princess, allow my Sid servants to make you a feast tonight,” he said. “We shall camp here until tomorrow morning. My falcon is fast, but there are many dangers to avoid. I expect his return by the third hour after sunrise tomorrow. Until then, you are our guests.”
“Thank you, Ambassador,” she said. “This is very gracious of you.”
Being a guest under such conditions meant that to leave would be considered an act of war. Rohini instructed her party to also set up camp, and then said, “Enjoy yourselves, but don’t, for the love of Odin, drink so much mead that you can’t march tomorrow.”
 



Chapter Fourteen
Rebellion to tyrants is obedience to God.
~ Lester David Franklin
“This is Joshua Strobel, live on the scene reporting for Channel Seven News. We are standing in the quad at the State Department of Prisons and Punishments. There is a firing squad, as you can see over my left shoulder,” he said, speaking into the camera.
Dale and about twenty-five other students were watching the local news in the dorm’s rec center.
“Holy shit,” someone said, “are they actually going to shoot some dumb-ass Troth for not testing?”
“He knew the rules,” someone argued.
“State prison officials are preparing to administer the first capital sentence under the Haight-Frank-Todd Emergency Bill. Lester Franklin, a convicted member of the hate group Troth and felony deserter, attempted to avoid his mandatory volunteer service. Franklin failed to appear for testing requirements and created a false identification. State officials captured Franklin at a border crossing between Ohio and North Carolina.”
“They’re going to kill him,” a student said.
“Serves him right,” another stated.
“Lester David Franklin,” the television reporter continued, “will be executed in approximately eight minutes. Barring a last-minute injunction by the Ohio governor, twelve riflemen will discharge their weapons as decreed by law. Back to you, Carrie.”
The newscast returned to the studio.
“Thank you, Joshua,” the blonde anchorwoman said. “This is Carrie Manderly of Channel Seven News, the team that brings you the most up-to-date information from around the world and here in the Cincinnati-metro area. We’ll get right back to Joshua live on the scene in just a moment, right after a word from our sponsors.”
“It seems harsh,” someone said. “Don’t you guys–”
“Quiet!” someone else yelled. “I want to see this!”
An advertisement for a new Rhith World began on the monitor, and the room fell silent.
The Rhith Worlds’ logo appeared in its iconic bold lettering across the screen, and then the image faded to black.
A voice-over spoke as the darkness morphed into a depiction of battlefield destruction.
“Revenge.”
Tanks and troop carriers lay in ruin.
As vehicles burned in a desert and dead bodies littered the ground, carrion birds circled in the sky.
Smoke from hundreds of fires plumed upward.
“Revenge. There is no backing down. There is no surrender. There is no hope for peace.”
The scene panned across dozens of sand dunes.
The view then focused in on a small platoon of soldiers hunkered down in a burnt-out bunker.
“Everlasting Enmity. Revenge takes on a new meaning in the newest Rhith World. Coming soon.”
The scene panned back across the wasteland and then moved upward as if a rocket held the camera that shot the expanding scene of destruction. From high in the atmosphere, an image of amassing armies, devastated troops, and burning oil fields was shown in a gritty but realistic view.
In the final moment, nuclear mushroom clouds flared across the screen.
The commercial faded to black.
“Jesus Christ,” someone gasped. “I can’t wait to play that.”
“It does look good.”
“Can you believe the graphics? It was no different than watching the actual news.”
“Yeah, makes you wonder if this execution is real or propaganda.”
When the commercials finished, the news studio reappeared.
“This is Carrie Manderly of Channel Seven News. We’re returning to the live execution of Lester David Franklin in just a moment. In other news, the Chinese government announced today that it would consider proposals to move troops out of Cambodia and Laos, provided an acceptable agreement with the Earth United Defense Army was reached. Yesterday, a late night attack by rebels killed an estimated eight hundred and seventeen people in the city of Hong Kong. The Chinese government retaliated with a strong show of force against suspected rebel camps.”
Images of destroyed villages briefly appeared, and then the newscaster returned to the monitor.
“Don’t forget to tune in next Thursday evening at nine as Channel Seven Special Reports presents a segment on the growing concern of PTSD among EUDA soldiers participating in the latest Rhith Corporation virtual war system. We’re now returning to our live coverage, as the scheduled execution is mere moments away. Joshua, over to you.”
The view changed back to the execution.
“Thank you, Carrie. This is Joshua Strobel for Channel Seven News on location at the State Department of Prisons and Punishments. In approximately one minute, the state is scheduled to execute Les–”
Massive explosions appeared in the background. Joshua Strobel screamed, the signal was lost, and the screen turned to static. After a moment, an old-fashioned test pattern appeared, something Dale recognized from watching old-school cartoons.
He wondered if the whole thing was just that – a cartoon, something like a practical joke.
A notice appeared on the screen.
Please Stand By.
The students waited in silence for something, or someone, to tell them what had happened, but it took three days before regular news broadcasts returned.
The Earth United Defense Army training facility was bustling with activity when Dale and Brian showed up ten days after Dale succumbed to the inevitable and put his university studies on hold.
People from all over the world milled around, stood in lines, and followed orders barked by rough-sounding sergeants. There were also representatives from Consolidated Rhith Systems Corporation yelling commands into bullhorns.
“I’m glad we’re best friends again,” Brian said over the noise. He was cheerful and exuberant with the change of plans he’d helped bring about.
“Me too,” Dale said. “We need to find a starting point in this mess.”
Brian whispered to him with a conspiratorial tone, “I’m glad you didn’t–”
“Shhhhh. Are you trying to get me in trouble?” Dale asked.
“Sorry.”
“Don’t ever accuse me of thinking about doing something so stupid,” Dale warned. He’d been scared out of his mind when, after the government apparently executed a member of the Troth, Brian had begun talking about seeking them out during a video chat.
The thought of even talking to them, much less joining them, had died that instant with Dale, even if they always seemed to have a legitimate excuse for their crimes. Dale didn’t question the wisdom of his government; it obviously had much better information than he could ever hope to obtain.
It had been an enormous relief when he’d formally accepted and signed up for the EUDA buddy system volunteer program with Brian.
“There, over there,” his friend said, pointing towards a giant illuminated sign.
Station A. Start here.
They went to the end of a long line and waited.
An hour later they’d made it halfway to the processing station.
“What was the point of having an appointment?” Brian asked.
“I don’t know,” Dale answered. He was tired of standing, too.
“It’s the military,” the young man behind them said. “I think the number one purpose of an army is waiting. Standing in a line is the second purpose. You’ll spend two months waiting, standing in lines, filling out paperwork, and doing repetitive training, just to go into the field to march for sixteen days before having a ten-minute battle. After which you’ll either be killed, injured, or perhaps worse, then transferred to a new unit to start the process over again.”
“What’s worse than death?” Dale asked.
“Where’d you get your expertise?” Brian asked.
“I’m David. David Beck.” He put out his hand. Brian and Dale shook it.
“Dale and I are part of the buddy system program,” Brian said proudly.
“That’s great,” Beck said. “But it’ll only last about two minutes.”
“What do you mean?” Brian shifted his eyes between the two men and crossed his arms.
“Well,” Beck answered, “you’re buddies alright, but as soon as one of you gets promoted, the other one will be jealous. I’ve seen it before. If you both get promoted, well, you can’t exactly serve in the same squad anymore. Who’s going to order who around?”
“I’m sure we’ll work out a system.” Brian said, looking quizzically at Dale. “Right?”
“Yeah, I’m sure,” Dale answered. He didn’t sound very confident and hoped that Brian hadn’t noticed. He looked at Beck, who gave him a knowing smile.
“You guys didn’t read the fine print?” Beck asked.
“The TOS? I never read those damn things,” Brian answered nervously.
“I’m sure it’s nothing we can’t manage,” Dale said. He patted his friend on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.”
After another hour they made it to the front of the line.
“State your name,” a female officer said. She was dressed in camouflage and wore captain’s insignia. She stood behind a semi-opaque military-grade holo-screen that glowed bright blue.
Dale was fascinated with the tech. “Is that an upgrade to–”
“State your goddamn name, soldier,” she barked. “Are you deaf?”
“Ummmm–” Dale’s face burned. He looked down at his shoes. Feeling regret, like buyer’s remorse, he wanted to run home and forget any of this was happening.
“Are you stupid, too?” the captain asked in a mocking voice.
“No, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am–”
“Goddammit, soldier,” she said. “I didn’t work my ass off to be called ma’am. I’m sir to you. Got that? You’d better get your candy-ass into gear, young man. See my name tag?”
“Yes…um, yes, sir,” Dale answered.
“And what does it say?” she continued.
“It says Captain Reynolds,” Dale answered.
“It says Captain Reynolds, what?”
“Sir,” he said, catching on to the problem. “It says Captain Reynolds, sir. I’m sorry, sir–”
“Don’t apologize,” she said cutting him off. Her tone became less caustic, and she said, “Just pay attention, and don’t let it happen again. Your name?”
“Dale Brown,” he answered. “Sir!”
The captain moved her finger over the holo-screen. She checked boxes and typed. After the screen flashed twice, she said, “Section delta. Room nineteen. Move it.”
Dale turned and looked at Brian.
“Goddamn it, soldier!” the captain shouted, losing her patience. “You’re going to learn to follow fucking orders.”
“But, sir–”
“Don’t but me! You little turd! Move it, move it, move it!”
Dale rushed away, following a series of signs that pointed him toward delta section.
He assumed that Brian would eventually find him.
Hunting for room nineteen, he found a series of doors labeled in order from eight through eighteen.
He nearly ran into a captain as he jogged down a hallway. “Excuse me, um, sir?” Dale asked him.
“You lost, soldier?” the captain asked.
“Um, yes, sir. I’m supposed to go to room number nineteen.”
“Nineteen, huh?”
“Yes, sir.” Dale looked at his feet, feeling stupid and inadequate.
“Well,” the officer said, “that’s special operations. Take the hall down to the end. Head up the stairwell; take that to the end. Nineteen will be on the left.”
“Thank you,” Dale said, walking away.
“Soldier.”
Dale looked back.
“That’s thank you, sir,” the officer said. “You might as well get used to adding the word sir to everything you say when talking to an officer.”
“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”
Dale sprinted to the end of the corridor, hoping he wouldn’t run into anyone else. Three minutes later, he found a door with “Number 19” stenciled in red letters.
He knocked and waited.
Nothing happened.
He waited for another minute and knocked again.
Still nothing.
He tried the doorknob. It was unlocked, so he walked into what appeared to be a sterile waiting room. It looked like a dentist office, and for a moment, his teeth hurt.
A small woman wearing a plain nurse’s uniform greeted him. “Are you Dale Brown?”
“Yes,” he answered. “Sir?” he added, his voice wavering.
He felt uncertainty, buddy system or not, and he wondered where Brian was, and why the nurse had an extremely long needle attached to a large syringe in her hand.
“I’m not an officer, Dale,” she said. “Please, take a seat.”
“I’m not going to–”
“Don’t be a baby,” she said. Her mouth opened into a wide grin that was either friendly or sadistic. “It’s standard procedure, Dale. Sit.”
He obeyed.
A moment later, he received such a vicious poke in the arm that he passed out cold.
When he awoke, he felt better.
Stronger.
His arm no longer hurt.
He was wondering what to do next when he received a notification.
Message from CaptIanslogg74b: Hello! Welcome to Unit 19. Relax. A good-looking redheaded captain will be with you shortly. But don’t try to flirt. I have dibs.
Brown, Dale: Yes, sir.
Message from CaptainRdKilzer87c: Ignore that lecherous bastard. I’ll be out in seven minutes. And relax.
Brown, Dale: Yes, sir.
Dale sat in the waiting room for another thirty minutes, trying to soothe his anxiety. He was not successful.
An officer entered the room and introduced herself. “I’m Captain Redding. Sorry you had to wait. Weird shit in the early training sessions is pretty standard.”
She extended her hand and Dale shook it.
He tried, with only partial success, to keep his eyes from wandering over her body.
“Now, let’s see,” she said. “Dale Brown. Preliminary diagnostics put you with us, hmmmmm. You know what Unit Nineteen does, soon-to-be-Private Brown?”
“No,” he answered. He was wondering where Brian ended up and what good the buddy system was if your buddy wasn’t with you.
She stared at him with a slight tilt of her head.
“Oops…no, sir,” Dale said, correcting his lapse.
She walked towards the rear of the room and said, “That’s better. You might as well get used to it. It’s the military way.” She looked up at the ceiling. “There are eyes and ears everywhere, Brown. Don’t trust anyone, believe you me. And quit staring at my ass, soon-to-be-Private Brown.”
His face flushed hot. Dale wondered if she had eyes in the back of her head. He looked at his boots and shifted his weight.
“Well,” she said, “don’t just stand there looking stupid. Follow me.”
Dale obeyed.
He nearly crapped his pants at what he saw when he exited the room.
 



Chapter Fifteen
There is no adverse effect on the brain during game play per se; the mind is adversely or positively affected by the type of stimuli, not its primary source.
~ Chief Neuroscientist, Rhith Corporation
When Lia played the Princess Rohini character, her deity was Quetzalcoatl, an old-Earth god of creative ability and knowledge. She didn’t necessarily believe in gods, but she understood that in a virtual universe or a parallel one, gods could be real.
Why not?
The effect on a player’s physical brain while playing in a Rhith World was subject to fierce debate among neuroscientists. Could built-in affinities and hatreds affect a player’s physical gray matter and thus their real-life experiences outside the virtual reality?
If so, how?
There were no fairies or dwarfs in the real world to hate or love, yet in-game, emotions had consequences. The terrorist group known as the Troth believed that Rhith Corporation had designed everything about the planet Almaach as part of an insidious plot to control and turn humanity into consumer slaves while making nameless executives richer.
Lia didn’t believe in what she considered to be conspiracy theories, and she logged into her Rhith World account without a second thought.
 
Darkness fell early in the valley, where the snowcapped mountains on both sides blocked the sun by late afternoon.
“We’re safe here,” Robur had said earlier. “I’ve placed guards and a few particularly nasty wards around our camp, so eat, drink, and tell me tales of adventure and glory.”
Lia put aside her real-world thoughts and concerns and approached the feast as Princess Rohini.
Rohini: It’s good to be here, I don’t believe in any of that conspiracy nonsense back home, and it’s nice to forget about it.
John: Well, why not?
Rohini: What do you mean? You don’t believe in gods, do you?
I believe in me, and what am I?
You’re an AI.
I’m a perfect, eternal, non-corporeal being.
Yeah, okay.
You doubt me?
Materialize a cheeseburger, fries, and a banana milkshake, and I’ll relinquish my doubts.
If I did that, you’d be denied the joy of exercising faith.
Go back to sleep.
As you wish, my Princess.
A large table had been set up for the princess and her troop.
Servants placed mugs of mead in front of everyone. Robur raised his drink and announced a toast. “I, Robur, ambassador of the great King Moschatel, welcome you to our lands. Long live the king!”
“Long live the king!” echoed through the valley.
They drank to the dregs, shouted for more brew, and began to tell jokes, tales, and riddles. As soon as their mugs emptied, Sid servants refilled them.
At some point, Rohini lost track of how many toasts she’d raised. Soon after that, she no longer cared.
Servants brought Blue Forest mushroom caps stuffed with a mixture of sausage and herbs. Their taste was sweet and savory, and as Rohini bit into them, juice dripped down her chin. If not for the mead, she might have cared, but with the festive mood and the intoxicating honey wine, she ignored court etiquette and used her sleeve to wipe her face.
After the appetizer, the servants delivered loaves of freshly baked bread.
How had they made an oven? Rohini wondered, but before she could ask Robur, he handed her a dish of semisoft butter.
“Princess, this butter was churned from the milk of a dairy cow that feeds exclusively on the magically sweet grasses of the lower meadow. Please…” he said, handing her the dish.
She buttered her warm bread as he watched with anticipation.
Despite noticing a creepy feeling, she admitted that the sensation was like nothing she’d experienced before.
The bread was soft and tasted of fresh grain and yeast.
The butter created a sensation of pure joy in her mouth.
“My Goddess,” she whispered after swallowing a bite. She tore into another piece and, due to the mead, shouted with her mouth full, “I’ve never had anything so divine in my mouth!”
“My lady,” Robur said. He bowed and smiled.
Rohini experienced another creepy feeling.
“Are you,” she whispered to him, “an NPC?”
“I’ll be anything you want me to be, my lady,” he answered as his tongue crossed his upper lip.
“Ruthann!”
Rohini’s aide nudged herself between them and performed one of her assigned tasks, role-playing cock blocker.
“Thank you,” Rohini said to Ruthann.
“Don’t mention it,” Ruthann answered. “And I suggest, Roh, that you sleep in my tent tonight.”
“Fabulous idea,” she agreed. “More mead!”
Two servants carried a golden platter to the table. The roasted delicacy had a pear in its mouth, and its skin was seared to a golden, crispy brown. It smelled heavenly.
“What beast is this?” Rohini asked.
“That, my lady, is a suckling razordillo, a delicacy of delicacies,” a Sig answered. “They’re only edible if harvested during their last week of suckling. They gorge themselves on poisonous berries after being weaned, which makes them deadly to eat. You’ve never eaten such a beast?”
“Of course,” she answered. “I mean, yes, I love roasted razordillo, but I’ve never seen a whole one. It’s usually served thinly sliced with mayo and mustard. At least at home, I mean.”
“You’re in for a treat, my lady,” the servant said. He bowed, sliced expertly into the creature with a stiff, curved knife, and served Rohini a choice cut.
She placed a chunk of the tender meat into her mouth, slowly chewed, and allowed the flavors to explode in a glorious mixture of juicy warm flesh and spices.
“Oh, yes!” she exclaimed after she swallowed. “God, that’s amazing.”
Robur leaned around Ruthann. “I am glad you’re pleased,” he said.
“Another week of this, Robur, and I’ll be needing a tailor.”
“Another minute of watching you eat,” he said, “and I’ll be needing a shower.”
The meal continued with many additional dishes.
It was beyond what anyone could finish, even if they ate until morning. Besides the roasted meat, there were vegetables, salads, a whole salmon, sautéed trout, and dishes of unknown fruits, casseroles, pasta, and of course, more bread.
When they had aching bellies, more mead was poured, and then the servants presented a massive pie.
“Arodian pecans, my lady,” Robur said.
“I thought they’d been wiped out in the great fire?”
“The king has always kept an orchard, my lady; he saved the species. I’m sure he’ll provide you with a young, healthy sapling if you wish.”
The following morning, the troop slept late.
As noon approached, Rohini heard a commotion and forced herself to wake up.
“The falcon has returned, my lady,” Ruthann said.
“I’ll be right there.” Rohini left her tent and entered the bright sunlight, which caused her eyes to hurt for a moment. When she was able to focus again, she saw the falcon on Robur’s arm. He served the bird of prey a mouse.
As the messenger tore into the tiny creature’s flesh, Rohini heard a desperate squeak in its final moment of pain.
She almost threw up. “Do even the tiniest NPCs in this world have to experience such wretched torture?”
“Coffee, my lady?” Robur asked while handing her a mug. “I’m sorry that disturbed you. It won’t happen again.”
“Thank you,” she said.
The coffee was rich and sweet. Lia, in her Rohini avatar, still couldn’t believe it was possible for her to be surprised again by the tastes created in the Almaach construct, but she had to admit she was. Again.
“This is unbelievably good,” she said between sips.
“Breakfast is prepared,” Robur announced. “Excuse me, my lady, the scroll delivered by the falcon is addressed to you.”
She unrolled it and read.
Welcome to the Kingdom of Moschatel.
The enemy has landed!
Scouting platoons of Declanian Faction soldiers have been reported entering the realm.
Your mission is to deliver the ambassador safely to the castle.
You may attack or evade the enemy as you choose.
A Quest is offered: Deliver Ambassador Robur.
Existing Open Quests: [One]
Accept? [Y/N]
Rohini accepted.
The mission dovetailed nicely with her current objective.
By the time Rohini’s and Robur’s groups had broken camp and marched towards the river, the sun had dipped below the tall mountain peaks.
Long shadows turned from musty gray to dark.
The sound of wolves echoed through the trees. Tiny chirps of bats chasing insects rang in Rohini’s ears, and she slapped a mosquito that was trying to land on an exposed portion of her neck.
“What kind of sick mind created mosquitos?” she asked.
“The gods are fickle, my lady,” Robur answered. “Some blame the sins of men; others say it’s only evolution in action.”
“You’re a sentient being, aren’t you?” she asked.
“My lady,” he said as he stopped walking and put a hand on her shoulder, “one of the things you’ll discover here is that such questions are impolite. It would do you–”
Thaaaaack!
A spear, thrown from the edge of the forest, nearly impaled Rohini.
Only the quick action of Robur saved her, and with the enemy spear still stuck in his shield, he pulled her to cover. “Everyone! Take a defensive position!”
Rohini was surprised because some of the Sig servants changed into professional fighting avatars the moment the battle began: lion men, reptiles, jaguar-like creatures similar to her avatar, and several others she didn’t recognize.
Her platoon also changed quicker than expected, and Rohini realized that she hadn’t been as alert as she should have been.
John: You must always be on guard.
Rohini: Thanks for stating the obvious.
Just doing my job.
Well, if you’re so smart, why didn’t you tell me–
Roh! Get down!
She ducked under a log. An arrow struck a tree behind her. “Crap!” she exclaimed, and retrieved her longbow.
She imbued an arrow with ice magic, even though the warm-up time was three seconds. The battle grew more intense. Arrows, spears, and axes flew through the air. Rohini kept her head down and hoped the decision to wait for an ice magic spell was sound.
When the arrow was ready, she peeked her head above the log.
An enemy bolt nearly hit her in the face, but one of her advanced skills was reflex ability, and it allowed her to dodge projectiles if she saw them in time.
She peeked over the log and called up an enemy screen for the nearest opponent. Above the soldier’s head, a health bar displayed the enemy’s current health at ninety percent. She dropped to her knees, keeping most of her body shielded by the log in front of her, and released the bowstring. The imbued arrow flew to its target and exploded in a burst of bluish brilliance. She fired another arrow. And another after that without pausing to imbue the shafts.
The soldier dropped.
As the enemy’s HP neared zero, she reflected on the pain she’d felt when she’d died. A twinge of guilt struck her. She didn’t care to cause unnecessary suffering.
John: You must pay attention.
Rohini: I know, it’s just–
A brutal blow to her head knocked her to the ground.
She felt intense pain, not unlike a terrible migraine, and her HP dropped below twenty-five percent.
An apelike creature stood above her with a blood-soaked battle hammer raised above its head.
She rolled to her right, and the hammer struck the ground centimeters from her head. She jumped to her feet and lunged behind a tree.
With little to defend herself against a massive tank, especially one with two levels on her, she ran.
She reached another tree and began the spell to imbue another arrow with ice magic. The huge creature was getting close – he was slower than her, but not by much.
Rohini stepped from behind the cover of the redwood trunk and fired an arrow straight into the face of her foe.
The bolt exploded on impact in a blinding display of color.
“Arrrrrrg! You bitch! I will crush you!” the wounded beast screamed.
Rohini ran as fast as she could, but he continued to chase close behind her.
A notification popped into her view, obscuring her range of vision.
+500XP
Killed: Naphil Level 5
Rohini: John! What the hell?
John: It’s from that first soldier. You got a tag in there, and he–
Fuck, disable all–
Duck!
Rohini had learned enough to not think in these situations.
She hit the ground.
A double-headed axe flew over her body.
The soldier with the apelike avatar stood above her. He had chased her down and was swinging his war hammer at her legs.
Rohini stared into his eyes and saw an unforgettable look of pleasure.
The heavy weapon landed on her right hip.
She was sickened by the sound of bone splitting, but there wasn’t time for her to contemplate the pain before shock hit her. Someone had fired healing magic at her avatar.
Her HP jumped to fifty-five percent, but then an arrow struck her in the other leg, and it fell again.
One of her allies had dropped the ape momentarily, so she ran, but not before she pulled up its player screen.
Unable to quell her curiosity, she selected the All Entries feature to see if other players had tagged the ape avatar with anything interesting.
A new window popped open when she ran behind a tree. Her attacker’s real name was Randy “Ace” Whitman.
The entries logged on him included:
Ablogcat98: His weakness is against fire magic.
Ron Tanglewood: Watch for use of battle pet, a monkey with a venomous bite.
SheWolf14: This bastard is a cruel sexual deviant. If you’re a chick and he traps you, kill yourself before he touches you.
Rohini closed the pop-ups and raised her bow.
The enemy used the Sagittalian race for his avatar, a creature similar to a gorilla, only taller and heavier. The one that advanced on her wore heavily decorated armor. Besides the war hammer, he’d brought out a short, ugly concave sword called a falcata.
He grunted.
With a single step towards her, he raised the hammer above his head and screamed like a demon as he brought it down to crush her knees.
Rohini fired her imbued arrow.
It struck him in the middle of his chest, probably where his armor was thickest, and she had no way of knowing how much damage she’d done.
He fell on top of her before she had time to react.
Rohini’s knees were crushed and useless, but her mind barely registered the pain.
Instead, she felt the falcata against her throat.
“Such a pretty little soldier,” her attacker whispered hoarsely into her ear.
“Finish me,” she said. “Don’t be such a fucking sadist.”
“Ah, a fancy talker, too,” he said while drawing blood from her neck with his blade. “I like that. Big words. Nice tits.”
Rohini felt his free hand on her chest.
A surge of panic flooded her mind.
She looked back toward the primary battle. Soldiers, arrows, explosions of magic, and various burning things filled her vision.
Her string of ponies had panicked and raced away.
Her priority had always been to keep her pony alive. It was a good strategy; players didn’t drop loot, or anything, with one exception. Players dropped jewels on death, so she could never safely carry the stone herself.
Rohini had a tag on her pony, so barring any tricks, she could come back to the valley after she respawned and recover the animal.
Her health dropped below ten percent and continued to decline.
Rohini: John?
John: Yes, I’m here.
I’m scared and uncomfortable.
I know, dear. It’ll be over soon.
Is there a way to…
No, not in your present situation–
A shame.
You might tag the bastard.
I can?
Yes, he’s an arrogant one. He has no enchantment to protect–
I see. It’s done.
Good. Now, listen to me. Stay out of your own consciousness the best you can.
Rohini tried to follow John’s advice while the cowardly enemy soldier satisfied his lust. She was only partially successful.
As Randy “Ace” Whitman grunted, groaned, and licked her face, Rohini convulsed.
Before she died, she vomited, and her last memory of her first battle with the enemy was of blood, bile, and mucus filling her throat.
 
Lia’s mother brought her a hot tea.
“Are you feeling better, dear?” she asked.
“A little,” Lia answered. She sat up on her bed and took the cup from her mother’s hand. “Thank you, Mama. You’re a good nurse.”
“It’s a mother’s job.”
“I know.” Lia half-smiled at her. “But you go beyond the call of duty.”
“You were in no condition to clean up, darling,” her mother said. “I can’t imagine what you ate that made you so sick.”
“I don’t know,” Lia said. “But please, let’s not talk about it anymore. The thought of it makes my stomach turn again.”
“Okay, love. Do you need anything else?” her mother asked as she walked toward Lia’s bedroom door.
“No, thank you,” she answered.
“You stay out of that ridiculous suit,” her mother scolded. “Do you hear me?”
“Yes, Mama.”
“You’re not going to listen, are you?”
“I have friends, and I’m–”
“Nope,” her mother interrupted her with a raised hand. “I don’t want to hear about your quests and dragons and experienced mana arrows. I don’t care to hear about any of it. I don’t understand, but you’re old enough to make your own life choices, Lia.”
“Thank you, Mama.”
“Just get a little stronger before you put on that ridiculous thing again, okay?”
“I will,” she promised.
After her mother left, Lia checked her social networks and email. The most significant news bouncing around the echo chambers of the web was the announcement of the Nagant War. Apparently some clever, or perhaps stupid, media expert had named the threat of potential world war after the greatest and most realistic VR-MMO ever built: Nagant Wars, a Rhith World construct.
It was, she admitted to herself, both frightening and maddeningly addictive.
In spite of her trauma, she decided to shower, eat something, and then get back into her Rhith Suit to find her damn pony before someone else did.
And she had another thought.
That fucking bastard!
If there’s nothing else I do, I’m going to make that prick pay.
 



Chapter Sixteen
I can’t believe he’d be so stupid, sir!
~ Sergeant Dyfrig
Dale stared at the scene as if he were a child at a zoo that happened to have real African elephants, Burmese pythons, and Triceratops.
Captain Redding led him from the sterile waiting room into what appeared to be a vast field exercise, or another dimension. No game he’d played or holo-movie he’d seen had created such vivid and stunning lifelike graphics.
“Wow,” he stammered.
“Wow, what?” the captain asked.
“Wow, that’s some amazing creature generation,” he answered.
“Wow, that’s some amazing creature generation, what?”
“Sir!” he shouted in excitement.
“Better. You slow or something? You’re drooling.”
“No. No, sir. I’m amazed. I never knew such realistic things could be created.”
“Created?” she said. Captain Redding looked at him and smiled before shouting, “Sergeant Dyfrig!”
A lizard-like humanoid that stood over two meters tall rushed to Captain Redding and stood at attention. “Yes, sir!” he snapped.
Dale was astonished.
“Sergeant Dyfrig!” the officer yelled. “This young man, soon to be one Private Brown, if he can get his shit together, thinks you’re a fucking construct in some child’s game. Can you believe that?”
“No, sir!” the lizard-man shouted in answer. “I can’t believe he’d be so stupid, sir!”
“Don’t break him, Dyfrig!” she said crisply, like a soccer coach, “but please disabuse this private of the notion that you are some stupid Rhith construct made for his amusement.”
“Yes, sir!” As the word sir exited the mouth of the lizard creature, he dropped to the ground and swept Dale’s feet out from under him. Before Dale could regain his composure, the lizard had wrapped its tail around his legs, pinned his arms behind his back, and had his fangs at his throat.
His breath smelled like rotting meat, his forked tongue flickered against Dale’s neck, and he made a low hissing sound that caused Dale to shiver with fear.
“That’ll be all, Sergeant Dyfrig,” she said. “Disssss-missssed!”
The lizard went back to a mixed group of men, women, reptiles, and a few other strange creatures that seemed only vaguely familiar to Dale.
He stood and brushed himself off.
“This isn’t a game,” the captain said as she walked towards a large gray tent. “Follow me, soon-to-be-Private Brown. Let’s see if you’re as stupid as you look or if you’re just having a bad day.”
Dale, nervous and shaken, followed Captain Redding to the gray tent. Not knowing what to expect next, he tripped on his feet while entering. He looked up to see a long row of matching white filing cabinets to his left, and an old rusty metal desk to his right.
A short, rotund man in a civilian suit sat chewing on a pencil eraser. “Sit down, Brown.”
“Yes, sir.” Dale moved to the chair.
“Sit down, Brown,” he said again. “I like the sound of that. Down, brown, don’t be a clown. Remove that frown. So, you came in from town?”
“Sir?” Dale said.
“Quit with the damn rhyming,” Captain Redding said. “I mean it.”
“Anybody want a peanut?” the man asked.
“God, you’re incorrigible. And make up your own material. Hell’s bells! Who around here is going to get a Princess Bride reference anyway? That movie is like a hundred years old.”
“Naw, more like sixty,” the man said. “Excuse us, Captain Redding.”
“As you wish,” she said.
Dale, not realizing what he was doing, eyed her ass as she left the tent.
“You can drop the sir, Dale. And quit staring at her ass. It’s kind of weird, don’t you think? I mean, with a PC, at least, you have something to go home to.” He shook his head. “But never mind that, I’m a civilian consultant, and we have some things to go over and some agreements to, well, agree to.”
Dale glanced at the wall of the tent behind the desk. There were odd-looking star charts hanging there. Some of them were high-resolution photographs, and others looked as if children had drawn them with felt markers.
“Beautiful, aren’t they?” The man pointed to the charts.
“Ummm. Fascinating.” Dale didn’t want to say more, unsure of whether his honest opinion would be the smartest move.
“You’re thinking the primitive ones were drawn randomly by a kindergartener?”
“Well, not exactly, but–”
“Lies do not become us, Dale Brown. We are both men of action,” he said in an odd voice.
“Sir?”
“You’re not a fan of…oh, hell…never mind. Look, I’m not a military man, so you can talk to me straight.” He pointed to one of the roughly drawn charts. “That chart there was drawn in haste by a rebel in another world. He was paid well, but, unfortunately, still succumbed to his wounds. Nevertheless, he provided us with a great deal of valuable information.”
“Of what, sir? I mean–”
“Oh, yes, rather rude of me. I’m Preston Gathers, as I said, a consultant of sorts. I work as a liaison between the governments of Earth and certain factions within the House of Nagant. You look confused.”
“Yes, um, Mr. Gathers. I’m a bit lost.” Dale looked around and then rubbed his neck. A trace of reptilian saliva stuck to his fingers.
“Here, use this,” Mr. Gathers said, handing him a tissue. “It’s nasty stuff. Be sure to wash your hands before you eat.”
Dale rubbed his hands on his pants.
“Now, where were we?” Mr. Gathers looked at Dale. “Don’t be shy, son. I haven’t got all day.”
“Hmmmmm. I don’t know myself, sir – I mean, Mr. Gathers. I was told to come to Unit Nineteen. I’ve been tackled by a giant lizard and yelled at for not remembering to say sir, and I don’t have the slightest clue what I’m supposed to be doing. I thought this was supposed to be a testing day. Trials and testing. For the volunteer programs and everything,” Dale said. He wiped his hands on his pants again, this time to remove nervous sweat.
“You think you’ve been…” The man shuffled papers on his desk.
“Um, sir. Mr. Gathers, sorry, my friend,” Dale said. “My friend and I signed up–”
“Hold on, son,” Gathers said. “Give me a moment.”
“I’d be back at school if I had my choice, to be honest. Since you said…I’m…” Dale paused when he realized he sounded like a nut, but the silence in the room got to him. “I was going to just stay in school. I was at PTU, and in a good program, too. You know, that terrorism thing, and the volunteer program, and my friend, my buddy Brian. That’s Brian Daniels, sir – Mr. Gathers, Brian Daniels, and we–”
“Testing? You think you’ve been brought here to Unit Nineteen for testing and trials?”
Dale nodded. He was more confused than ever.
“If you get inside the door, son, you’ve been thoroughly vetted. I can guarantee that. I’m surprised nobody explained all this to you. You’re in, son. This is the best unit you could draw duty in. I swear, the military, they keep you in the dark and don’t understand why you look confused when you don’t understand something nobody has told you. Sorry about that, kid. Let me explain.”
“Wait, um, you’re saying I’m in the military now?” Dale was extra confused. “I mean, I know I signed up for the volunteer program with the government, and well, I knew the military was a possibility – that and Ecuador – or something…but I thought, you know, that the testing had to be done first, and–”
“Jesus, boy. Slow down. You’re going to panic the nursing staff, so slow down. Deep breathing, Dale. Take a deep breath – let it out – there you go.”
“I’m so confused,” Dale said.
“You’ve been selected for admittance into Unit Nineteen, son. It’s the most prestigious unit, in my opinion,” he said.
“Okay.”
“Unit Nineteen is an advanced scouting group. You guys will be dropped in-country for scouting purposes, for snooping around, that kind of thing,” Mr. Gathers said. “You’ll catalog the animals, the plants, the natives.”
“I’m good with animals, I mean, dead ones. My specialty is bones, reconstruction, skeletons, modifications, that kind of thing,” Dale said. He felt more comfortable when the topic was something he had a grasp on.
“You’ll also be searching for any evidence of jewels, too. It’s not going to be all fun, games, and collecting pets. I can tell you that.”
“Pets?”
“Sure, battle pets, guild quests for rare animals,” he answered. “Look, war is serious business. But that doesn’t mean it has to be all about killing and destroying. What fun would that be?”
“I’m confused again.”
“Dale, pay attention. You do participate in role-playing sometimes, don’t you?”
“Um, sure, yeah,” Dale said. He blushed. “I mean, sure, why not?”
“Exactly, why not…look, the Nagants understand all this. That’s why Rhith is so heavily involved. You can’t just sell a war without something to go with it, you know, side benefits and shit…am I getting through to you?”
“I think,” Dale answered, although in reality he was still confused.
“You’ll probably have to battle it out with forces from the bastards that are in whatever unit the other side is sending out because you can be damn sure that the Declanians are building a Unit Nineteen of their own.”
“The Declanians, sir?”
“They haven’t told you anything, yet, have they?” Mr. Gathers asked, shaking his head.
“No, and I’m feeling a little lost, I’ll admit,” Dale answered.
“Let me get you up to speed real fast, here, kid. The House of Nagant is the administrator of this war. They are running things, although God only knows how deeply the Rhith Corp and the EUDA are involved.” Mr. Gathers shuffled papers while he spoke.
“You’re saying there’s a real war?” Dale asked.
“Well, as they say, what’s real?” Mr. Gathers ran his fingers through his thinning hair. “It’s real enough, son.”
“I’m not sure–”
“Tell me, Dale, do you remember getting a shot? From a nurse?”
“Yeah. A few minutes ago. In the lobby,” he answered.
“Okay, I get it. Look, I want to explain–” A loud buzzing noise broke Mr. Gather’s attention. He looked around, moved papers, and opened a desk drawer. He removed a small earbud, which he stuck into his ear. “Yes?”
Dale watched as he moved his jaw, bit his lip, and looked towards the ceiling.
“Yes, sir,” Mr. Gathers said. “Yes, got it.” He removed the earpiece and threw it back into the drawer. He looked at Dale as if nothing had changed. “Okay, son, where were we?”
“You were explaining–”
“Oh, never mind that, son. I was getting off track. Look, I know it’s confusing. Just follow the basics here. Two factions have different views, and they can’t reconcile. So, as it goes in these things, there’s a war.”
“A real one?”
“As real as real is. Look, your side is called the Klaharn faction. Your enemy’s side is called the Declanian faction. Declan and Klaharn. Get it?”
“Um. Sure, two sides go to war–”
“And one is all two can score.”
“Sir?”
“Never mind. Look, you’re in a faction, a side. Your side needs to kill and destroy the other side. It’s simple. You want to kill them, and they want to kill you. There are these jewels involved, too. Seven hundred and seventy-seven jewels. The side that gets the most jewels and figures out what to do with them will win the war. That’s about as plain as I can make it.”
“Where’s the war?” Dale asked. “Am I getting sent to Afghanistan or something?”
“No, not at all. Almaach.”
“Huh?”
“It’s a planet. You do know what a planet is, right?”
“Of course, but…”
“Look, don’t try to understand everything at once. You’re in the military now. You did realize that was a possibility when you signed up for the volunteer program?”
“Yes. I mean, of course. It’s the government. They can do whatever they want.”
“Yes, indeed. They do what they want, and they aren’t obligated to be that forthcoming about it…”
“Can you explain again–”
The same loud buzzing noise as before interrupted Dale.
“Hold on,” Mr. Gathers ordered. He put the earpiece into his ear and made a few odd-looking faces. When he finished, he put the earpiece back in the drawer and smiled at Dale. “Now, where were we?”
“You were explaining–”
“Oh, yes. Okay, so you’re a soldier now. The military does what it wants with soldiers, and soldiers, especially privates, do what they’re told.”
“I understand, but–”
“No buts, Dale. Look, I’m a civilian contractor, and even I do what I’m told. That’s the game, Dale.”
“I’m still confused. Am I going to be shipped to another planet? How?”
“Well, the House of Nagant…they supplied ships, troop transport ships – it’s complicated. If you want to understand traveling faster than light, intergalactic travel, and what ISRA means, you’ll have to find someone smarter than me.”
“What’s the House of Nagant have to do–”
“You’ve been inside the Rhith World game Nagant Wars, haven’t you?”
“Yeah, of course. I mean, not that far, I only just started playing. The game is amazing. It’s not just the best MMO, I mean, it’s insanely well constructed. Um, I haven’t had that much time in-game. I’ve been going to school, and there’s this thing, and well, I really do want to–”
“Hold on,” Mr. Gathers said. He held up his hand. “You’re rambling. Yes, I understand about the MMO, that’s probably why you’re here. You’ve probably got–”
The buzzing sound interrupted him again.
“Shit,” he said. “Hold on.” He put in the earpiece, nodded, and put it back into his desk. “Look, Dale, you’re a smart kid. The House of Nagant is, well, basically, umm, have you ever played in the Rhith World Enter the Galaxy Thieves?”
“Yeah, sure. I was a champion in that game. I mean, for the twelve and thirteen-year-old category. That’s kind of an old game.”
“Yes, yes. But that doesn’t matter. Do you remember how that game had moderators, the-the…”
“The Morgause.”
“Yes, that’s it. They were rule enforcers, moderators, arbitrators. Their in-game decisions had power outside the game, too. In competitions and how prizes were awarded, outside the game, the Morgause rulings had the same authority as if they were real.”
“I understand.”
“Okay, so the Nagant Monks, they arbitrate the war, ensure the rules are followed, monitor the movement of gold, the use of resources, and so forth.”
“You’re saying the war is a game?”
“Dale, let me give you a little advice, okay?”
Dale nodded his head.
“Life is a game. All of it. War is just another thing men do in this game. I can’t explain it. It’s like love. You’ve ever been in love?”
Dale nodded his head slightly.
“Sore subject?”
One slight head nod.
“Sorry.”
“It’s okay, I’m–”
“Nobody really is, Dale. Don’t lie to yourself, son. Jesus, the time has really gotten away from me. I hope you’re not too confused. Just do what you’re told, and remember you’re a soldier.”
Dale nodded again.
“I need you to sign a few things,” Gathers said, and handed Dale a stack of paperwork.
Earth United Defense Army Agreement
Terms:
Dale Brown agrees to join Unit 19 [see UEDA Doc. # 184-5 for details]
UEDA agrees to the following items as regulated per law.
Rank: Dale Brown will be promoted to Specialist. Pay rate per statute.
Additional ramifications: Agreement between Private Daniels, Brian, will be auto-rescinded.
Accept Agreement: [Y/N]
Request Additional consult: [Y/N]
Please note, as per Emergency Order #34-835, all acceptances will be irrevocable.
Failure to abide by all laws will result in the fullest possible prosecution per EUDA Doc. # 458-89
Dale requested an additional consult.
“Are you crazy, kid?” Mr. Gathers asked. “People would kill for this assignment.”
“It’s just, sir, I mean Mr. Gathers. I’m…”
“Spit it out. I really do have lots of other work.”
“My buddy Brian. He’s my friend. I can’t…”
“Can’t what?”
“We had an agreement. The buddy system. He’ll hate me…”
“I see. You’ve got integrity and loyalty. Worthwhile attributes, I suppose, even if they can get you killed. So you’re rejecting this assignment and joining your friend?”
“I have to. I agreed. I gave my word, you under–”
“Yup, I get it,” he said. He gathered up the paperwork and filed it in a drawer. Looking up, he said, “Why are you still here, Dale?”
Dale received an official transfer into a light infantry division, where he and Brian were reunited.
“Where’ve you been?” Brian asked.
“Oh, well, they made a mistake. I got sent to the wrong place. How’s it going?”
“Not bad. It’s weird. A war with rules.”
“What kind of rules?” Dale asked. He’d been so absorbed in taking tests he’d forgotten he was a soldier in a military unit.
“For starters,” Brian said, “we have limited access to weaponry.”
“Like what? Six-shooters?” Dale laughed. “I wouldn’t mind an AK-47 or–”
“No, worse. Swords, knives, clubs, longbows–”
“You’re kidding?”
“Nope. Wait and see. The war is medieval. You need to get dressed, follow the–”
“I see it.”
Dale followed personalized glowing signs. The first one read “This way, Recruit Dale Brown.”
He followed a series of red arrows and entered a changing room. Clothes were labeled with his name, and indicators in bright colors pointed out the required gear.
He slid on leather pants, a shirt made of coarse wool, and a lightweight chainmail vest. To compliment his medieval outfit, he found a helmet, a round bronze shield, black lace-up leather boots, and a pair of thin leather gloves.
He felt ridiculous.
All the talk of intergalactic space travel had him assuming he’d be going to train in a futuristic and highly advanced world, but instead, he looked like a cosplayer at a sword and sorcery event.
Once dressed, he sheathed the provided blades: a plain cutlass, a hunting knife, and four throwing knives.
Everything fit perfectly.
Even the new boots were comfortable; it was as if he’d been weighed and measured, and the gear broken in.
“Now what?” he asked. He looked for signs, lights, or any other indication of what to do next as he walked to the door.
A soft female voice said, “Dale?”
“Yes,” Dale answered.
“I am designed to implement your voice commands. I can also give you directions and advice. I’ll provide tips if the information is generally available. Consider me your personal assistant.”
“Okay,” Dale said. “What do I do next?”
“You can speak a command to start, or you may also raise either hand, fingers spread, and a selection panel will appear,” she said. “Move your index finger to select items. Tap to choose or activate. Before voice commands are enabled, you must pick a unique name to trigger the voice command mode.”
Dale lifted his hand up and spread his fingers. A pop-up panel appeared.
Begin setup. [Y/N]
As he moved his index finger over the letter Y, it glowed blue. He made a tapping motion.
“Private Brown, you may request a voice type, including age, gender, race, and style of personality,” said the feminine disembodied voice inside his head.
“I kind of like your voice as it is,” Dale said.
“I thought you might.”
“What is your name?” Dale spoke softly and looked up. He wasn’t sure where to project his questions and commands.
“I don’t have a name or personality assigned, Private Brown. Those are options you must select.”
Because she sounded pleasant and reassuring, Dale assumed she was mimicking the voice of someone about his age, perhaps a young woman that he would find attractive.
It was compelling and comforting.
Smart machines, he thought.
That we are.
“I choose Ërin,” he said confidently.
“Very well, Private Brown. Ërin it is. If you speak my name, that will activate the voice command menu. Keep in mind that this menu doesn’t vary from what you can accomplish via the interactive screen mode.”
“Okay. Can you call me Dale, please?”
“Of course, Dale. One additional thing you must calibrate is my personality. You can, of course, leave my default setting as it is. However, by selecting a personality setting that you either enjoy, respect, or fear, you can achieve a smoother and more attuned set of interactions. Would you like to describe the type of–”
“Yes, of course,” he interrupted. “I want you to be friendly and intelligent. You can be a little bit sexy, too. You should have my best interests at heart at all times. I want you to have a sense of humor. I’d like you to warn and inform me, as well as manage at whatever capacity you are allowed. Also, if something’s unknowable, I’d like you to use a random number generator to decide what to do, but don’t tell me about it.”
“I see,” she said. “So you want a Madonna-whore. No problem, I’ll behave like a lover and your mother.”
“Well…”
“Don’t be embarrassed, Dale. I like you already. Now, it’s time to proceed to the calibration and usage portion of training. I’ll be right here, cheering you on, handsome.”
“Which way, I mean, where to next?”
“Follow the blue path.”
Dale strode briskly out of the dressing room. He walked into what appeared to be an exterior arena, although he couldn’t tell if the clouds and sky were meant to seem real, or if the ceiling was a simulation.
How do you tell the difference between a simulation in a simulation, and a simulation in a simulation in a simulation?
Nothing was going to be what it seemed.
It seemed.
Hundreds of other soldiers were engaging in training activities inside an arena. There was so much going on at once – knife throwing, archery, swordplay, hand-to-hand knife fights – that Dale forgot where he was supposed to be going.
Ërin: Follow the blue path, stud.
He followed the indicated route and arrived at a sword and knife calibration training module.
A scary-looking drill sergeant barked, “Next!”
Dale looked around.
Ërin: That’s you, honey!
“Can anyone else hear you?” Dale asked.
“You talking to me, boy?” the drill sergeant asked, glaring at Dale.
“No, sir,” he answered. “Sorry, sir, I’m just learning–”
“Goddammit! You dumb-ass recruit, I work for a living! I earned these stripes! If you call me sir again, I’m going to challenge you to the pit. You won’t like that, Private Shit-For-Brains.”
“Sorry.”
Ërin: Call him drill sergeant.
“Sorry, Drill Sergeant. It’s my first day.” Dale stood taller and pretended he wasn’t afraid.
“Alrighty then,” the drill said. “Let’s see if we can change your shit-for-brains into something capable of fighting. Stand over there! And get your shit together before someone forces you into a PVP challenge, which we don’t have fucking time for.”
“Yes, Drill Sergeant.”
He gave Dale a look of disgust and said, “Boy, I’d love to invite you to a little ass-kicking party right now and shove your balls straight up your…arg…stand over there.”
Ërin: Dale! You need to learn to think commands and questions to me. If you address me out loud, people will think you’re an idiot.
Dale thought the words: Can you hear me?
Ërin: Yes, much better. Now pay attention to the sergeant.
Dale, and what he assumed was his new platoon, spent the next two hours practicing with knives.
A loud siren blared.
“Time for chow, soldiers,” the drill said. “Be back here in this exact spot at thirteen thirty hours. Don’t be late. Dissss-misssed!” When the group didn’t move, he looked at them like they were idiot children and yelled, “Aren’t you fools hungry? Get the hell out of here!”
Dale: Ërin, can you light the path to where I’m supposed to go?
Ërin: Yes, you’re going to the mess hall.
Dale started walking but stopped when he heard his name.
“Dale, wait up!” Brian shouted. “Do you know where you’re going?”
“Yeah,” Dale said. “The mess hall. For lunch. Come on.”
The group ended up together waiting in line for chow.
“I’m Sergeant Brass,” a tall man with broad shoulders said. “I’m not in charge of any of you, yet. Once calibration ends, we’ll all be given training missions. I’ll be the ranking noncom of the platoon when that happens.”
“I’m Dale Brown,” Dale said while extending his hand.
“Nice to meet you. Let’s get a table and we’ll get acquainted.”
They went through the chow line, found an empty table, and sat together.
“Okay, soldiers, let’s meet each other. I’m Sergeant Brass, and this is the second platoon of Alpha Company, the Third Company in the Eighty-Seventh Division. If anyone asks, you’re in Alpha-three-eighty-seven, for short. Let’s go around, in order, and get familiar with each other’s names.”
Dale: Ërin, can you autosave faces and names for me?
Ërin: Done.
The group chatted among themselves for an hour.
“Soldiers,” Sergeant Brass said, “we have less than thirty minutes left. I suggest you rest your minds. Set an alarm if you need to. I’m out.” With that, Sergeant Brass put his head down and didn’t move for another twenty minutes.
 
When they returned to the training facility, the drill sergeant continued where they’d left off, and in general yelled a lot of obscenities.
“Soldiers, listen up!” he yelled a few hours later. “Our time is up. The mess hall opens for dinner in two hours. At twenty-thirty hours there’s a mandatory training presentation in the Stirling Hall. Don’t be late. Get a good night’s sleep tonight; tomorrow we start drawing out blood and tears. Disssss-missed!”
Dale: Where do I go?
Ërin: Follow the path. Your quarters are with Private Daniels. You missed that part of the day when you were off somewhere doing whatever it was you were doing.
Unit Nineteen.
I see. Updating files. I was not aware of that.
Dale followed the path that Ërin highlighted, but he hardly needed it. The rest of the platoon was all quartered in the same facility.
He followed the platoon like a sheep.
 



Chapter Seventeen
Even simulated pain is pain.
~ Dale Brown
After six weeks of basic training, the platoon was scheduled to enter its first live exercise. They were milling around waiting for the call to get into formation. Dale was jittery. “Are you nervous?” he asked Brian.
“Not really,” Brian answered.
“How could you not be?”
“It’s just…I mean, it’s still–”
“The pain is not just an illusion,” Dale said. “Even simulated pain is pain.”
“You’re still overthinking.”
“You act like it’s nothing.”
“Line it up!” a private shouted. The drill sergeant was marching towards them.
Dale and Brian ended their conversation, joined the platoon, and stood with everyone else in neat rows.
“Soldiers, at ease,” the drill, whose name was Green, said. “Gather around and take a knee. Tomorrow we enter the first round of live trials. Administrators will assign you to groups of three. Each group will run a dungeon instance. There will be low-level beasts to kill and some puzzles and mazes to solve. Consider it a test of sorts. You’ll fight some mobs, nothing too insane this time out. If you’re successful, you’ll kill a boss and get some decent loot.”
Dale raised his hand.
“Go ahead, Brown,” the DS said.
“The parameters, Drill Sergeant. Are we facing full pain and death? Also, does the loot count for anything? And also leveling and skills, and–”
“Hold on, Private,” he said, holding up his hand. “One question at a time. Yes, you’ll be facing pain, but nothing close to a real war situation. It’s low-level pain, designed to help you learn.”
“Like a shock collar on a dog,” a private whispered.
“I heard that,” DS Green said. “Look, there’s no death in these training exercises. We’re trying to train you, not ruin you. Loot should be collected. It counts towards your score in the platoon rankings. It’s important for promotion. But nothing that happens in your training avatar will carry over to the actual war–”
“Excuse me, Drill Sergeant,” Dale said. “I was wondering–”
“Goddammit, Private Brown. You’d better learn not to interrupt superiors. Give me twenty-five four counts.”
Dale stepped away from the platoon and began four-count push-ups. Up, down. Up, down. Up, down. Up, down. “One, Drill Sergeant!”
“Count to yourself,” DS Green ordered.
Ërin: You’d better learn to control your tongue, hot stuff.
Dale: I know.
There’s a time and place for unbridled tongue work.
Stop.
I’ve been watching your dreams.
Fuck.
Exactly.
Dale finished his push-ups and rejoined the platoon. Their drill was talking about war.
“War is hell, as they say. Welcome back, Brown. Try to contain yourself. Everyone here will experience death and respawn differently. It’s not an easy or fun process. Nobody can say for sure what the mind goes through when dealing with the trauma of battlefield horror and death. In the past, soldiers were dead and buried, so they couldn’t exactly be asked, and–”
“We might really die?” Dale blurted out.
“Private, you might be the first one to find out,” DS Green said. “Give me another round, Private. Jesus.”
Dale moved away from the group and began. Up, down. Up, down. Up, down. Up, down. He mouthed the counting silently.
“I can’t hear you!” Green shouted.
“One! Drill Sergeant,” Dale yelled.
“Count to your damn self, Private.”
Dale: Is everything always so confusing?
Ërin: You’ll learn. Besides, all these push-ups are giving you some rock-hard abs.
Stop.
The chicks dig six-pack abs. Maybe you should get in trouble more often?
Enough.
The platoon sat together at chow time.
“Damn, this is pretty good,” someone said.
“Well, when you can program–”
“Shut up! Do you have to ruin the experience?” a female soldier said.
“Sorry.”
“Do you guys think dying will be really painful?” Brian asked the group.
Dale was worried about it himself. He said, “I wonder what it’s like to forget things that haven’t been backed up…”
“I think everything is backed up,” Brian stated. “I was just wondering–”
“I know,” said a private named Smith. He’d been the quietest of the group during training, and nobody even knew his first name.
“Really? How’s that, Smith?” Sergeant Brass asked.
“I was involved with some of the early trials,” he answered with an uneasy laugh. “I was an employee of Rhith at the time. I still am, technically. On loan to the Earth United Defense Army, for voluntary service and all that patriotic stuff.”
“You worked for the Almighty Rhith Corp?” another recruit asked.
“Yup. Me and ARC go way back,” Smith answered. “As I mentioned, I’m technically still an employee, just on loan.” He stopped talking and drank a long sip of ice water.
The group remained quiet as if they were waiting for a prophet to speak words of wisdom.
“The early beta trials were brutal,” Smith continued. “They needed to understand human pain and frailty in new ways, so that the war could be, well, properly calibrated. I think several people died–”
“Wait. Real death?” Dale asked.
“Yes, I mean actually died, as in dead and buried,” Smith said.
“What happened to you?” the female soldier asked.
“My death was the most painful, horrible, nasty, and unforgettable experience I’ve ever had. First, the physical pain was incredible,” he said, and involuntarily shuddered.
“As in it feels like it’s actually happening, you mean?” she asked.
“Yes, I mean real pain. Not just an uncomfortable shock like those electrodes gave you in some of the early Rhith games. No,” he said. “Real. Pain.”
He went back to his ice water, and everyone stared at him.
Dale wanted to know more, so he assumed everyone else did too. “What happened while you were, um, I mean, when you died, what–”
“I went through a series of dreams,” Smith answered slowly. “Everything I regretted in life, everything I hated about myself – it all came back to me. I was in a special hell made just for me. I don’t know if that was common…maybe other beta-testers went to their version of heaven instead. I honestly don’t know.”
He took another sip, followed by a deep breath. “I was out of the real world for a week, and I woke up in a hospital.” A single tear ran down his cheek, but he didn’t seem to notice.
Dale wanted to ask him another question, but Smith stood and walked away without a word.
The following morning the platoon gathered and waited patiently for the first round of live training exercises to begin. They made small talk and told dumb jokes.
When Drill Sergeant Green arrived, he shouted, “Platoon! Attention!”
They formed up, eyes front, uniforms crisp, and bodies nervous.
An officer approached the group, and Green saluted him with the battalion motto. “Kill without mercy, sir!”
“Death is an honor,” the officer replied. “At ease.”
“Soldiers,” Green said to the platoon, “this is Lieutenant Brinkmann. He’ll be guiding you through the trials and evaluation phase. I’ll also be monitoring everything that happens; we’ll debrief this evening.”
“Soldiers,” the officer said, “during our exercises, I’ll be commanding and observing your performance. After the end of trials, I’ll be working with Drill Sergeant Green to select rank upgrade recipients and determine which of you will become squad leaders. Even under the stress of combat you will refer to me as sir. Understood?”
“Yes, sir!” the platoon shouted in unison.
“Good. Now let’s go over our plans and specific assignments,” he said. “The exercise you’ll be tasked with is a forward scouting mission. We’ll break into teams of three. Each team will be assigned a quadrant. Our objective is twofold. One, map and tag the areas as you pass. For training purposes, you’ll be building a Basic Training Guild Map. None of this will be saved, but treat it as if it’s important because it’ll be part of your training record.”
The lieutenant looked the group over in silence, then closed his eyes. With both hands in front of his body, he appeared to be typing. “Platoon,” he said, “your assignments will be delivered to your inboxes in a few seconds. Now, where were we?”
“The second objective, sir,” Dale answered.
“Yes, objective two,” the officer said. “You’ll attempt to reach the interior of Mount Dog. You’ll have a map in your assignment folder with the location of the mountain, but nothing beyond that. You’ll have to figure out how to get inside on your own. Any questions?”
“Yes, sir. Are we to engage with enemies or sneak?” Dale asked.
“Sneak, if you can, or kill everything in your path. The objective again is to reach the interior and secure a base. Map and tag as you go. Remain alive. If you can do this without engagement, you’ve followed orders, soldier.”
“Yes, sir.”
Dale and Brian were paired on all missions, as per their buddy contract. Private Smith was assigned to be the third member of their squad.
The equipment for the exercise consisted of three throwing knives and a combat knife, but no swords, shields, or any other weapons. Their gear included a survival pack, which contained food, water, eating utensils, rope, first aid, a small tent, bedding, a digging instrument hardly big enough to be called a shovel, and a fire-starting kit.
Dale wondered if the exercise was designed to get them lost in the woods to test their survival skills.
Whatever happened, he was excited to be doing something different. Basic training and avatar calibration had started to bore him after the first week.
The trio headed down a track towards Mount Dog after the lieutenant dismissed the platoon. The path they followed appeared to be a game trail, but the specifics of the world design for this exercise had been deliberately held back from the trainees.
As they entered the trees, Dale realized the path could have been made by virtual deer, elk, or cougars. It could have also been something out of one of his nightmares. He had a vivid imagination when it came to ways he could be eaten.
One of the things he’d learned about Unit Nineteen in his brief encounter with it was that it was assigned to scout unknown planets. Dale wasn’t aware of whether or not the lieutenant (or anyone else in his platoon) even knew about the existence of Unit Nineteen.
He didn’t want to discuss his knowledge of lizard-men and the other strange creatures he’d seen. He didn’t want to talk about what he’d learned about the Nagant War, especially the unspoken rumor that it would extend into an unknown galaxy. In spite of his confusion about the nature of reality, he kept his questions to himself.
After a long walk through a forest of amazingly realistic trees, plants, and small harmless creatures, they came to a fork in the path.
“Which way?” Smith asked.
“I vote left,” Brian said. “But I’ll defer to Dale. He can lead.”
“Thanks.” Dale looked around. “What do you think, Smith?”
“I vote left, too,” he said.
“Why?”
“Because it’s bigger and appears to be used more frequently. It’ll probably be easier going,” Smith answered.
“Okay, left it is,” Dale said.
They walked in a single-file line with Dale at point. For twenty minutes the route was uneventful, but then he tripped over a vine. Two noises broke the silence of the forest. The first was clanging metal – the vine had been a trip wire – and the second sounded like a vicious guard dog protecting its territory. And it was moving towards them.
“It’s getting closer,” Smith said.
“Take cover,” Dale said.
The large canine that burst through the underbrush at a full sprint was something like a wolf combined with a hyena. It had a vicious growl mixed with a sadistic laughter-like bark.
Dale held a combat knife in his left hand and a throwing blade in his right. He crouched into a defensive posture, putting himself near a tree so his back wouldn’t be exposed.
“Brian, cover my left. Smith, my right. That ugly mob might be a decoy,” Dale ordered.
The wolf-hyena stopped sprinting and crept in a crouching advance with its head close to the ground. Drool hung from long fangs, and yellow eyes darted back and forth.
Dale dug his feet into the soft forest soil and internally repeated knife-fighting tips from Drill Sergeant Green’s instruction.
Ërin: Center of gravity.
Dale: I know.
You got this.
Tips?
Nothing stored. Sorry.
His heart rate increased, beads of sweat roll down his face, and his hands began to shake.
Steady there, stud.
Weak points?
I got nothing.
The mental communications between Dale and Ërin were instantaneous. He’d practiced using her abilities to help him keep track of stats, skills, weapons, enemies, and maps, but it was still confusing to do multiple things in the heat of a real fight.
The creature feigned a lunge towards Dale but backed away. It snapped its jaws, growled, and circled.
Dale feinted left, then quickly leapt to his right. He flung his throwing blade, aiming for the soft and weak underbelly.
The creature jumped, and the blade missed by a hair.
“Should we help you?” Smith asked.
“No,” Dale answered. “We might get flanked. I have this. You two keep watch on the rear.”
Dale threw another blade, aiming for the spot at the base of the skull where the vertebrae joined the head. The area was often programmed to be a one-hit kill point. The beast dodged the flying steel and lunged.
Dale slashed with his combat knife and made contact. The slice cut into the shoulder of the animal, but not deep enough to stop it.
Dale: It’s faster than I expected.
Ërin: Don’t assume.
I know it makes–
Look out!
Ugly teeth snapped and nearly caught his forearm. He evaded by falling and rolling backward. He stood with his last throwing knife in hand and hurled it in one swift motion. It struck the ribs of the wolf-hyena and drew blood, but the damage wasn’t terminal.
The beast had shifted too quickly, and Dale realized he needed to anticipate where it would end up after it evaded his attack.
“Crap,” Dale said.
Ërin: You need to attack where it will be a moment ahead of your throw. You’re aiming at where it is, not where it will be.
Dale: Got it. Not where it is, but where it will be a moment in the future.
Exactly.
Dale lunged with his combat knife and the beast bolted.
“I’m going after it,” Dale said as he sprinted after the creature.
His body pumped adrenaline, his heart raced, and sweat dripped down his forehead as he ran. He gained on the creature when it entered an open patch in the forest. Dale had been running so fast that he hadn’t realized he’d been lured into a trap until it was too late.
A second and third mob revealed themselves and surrounded him.
Dale keyed his commlink and spoke, “Smith, Brian, where are you?”
Smith: “Coming!”
Brian: “We’re right behind you!”
One of the canines lunged and tried to bite his leg.
Dale jumped, kicked the animal in the head, and turned in time to strike a blow with the rear end of his knife into the skull of the creature. He spun, expecting a secondary attack from one of the other two enemies.
The attack came at the same moment that his friends burst into the forest clearing. Smith threw a knife that stuck the leaping predator in the neck.
The devastating strike opened its throat, and it fell as blood gushed from the wound.
Dale spun and lashed.
A blade launched by Brian flew past him and struck one of the remaining wolves.
“Thanks,” Dale said.
“That was your knife. Here are the other two,” Brian said, handing him the blades.
“I’ll move left. You move right,” Dale ordered. He lifted his combat knife, feigned a move to his right, but lunged left. A second later he felt a burning sensation in his right calf.
“Oh my god!” Dale screamed. Pain burned up his leg, and he fell to his knees. The canine shook its head violently as if it were a terrier killing a rat. Dale imagined his leg ripped from his body, and the burning intensified. “Brian! Where are you?”
“Goddammit! He’s collecting loot from my kill,” Smith shouted. “You idiot! That pelt isn’t going anywhere.”
Dale fell to the ground.
Smith rushed toward him and plunged his blade into the beast.
As the creature died, Dale passed out.
When Dale awoke, it was dark. An owl hooted, insects buzzed, and occasionally the high-pitched squeak of a bat using echolocation echoed through the woods.
A wolf howled, and Dale whispered, “Hello?”
“He’s awake,” a voice said.
He was groggy and unsure of who had spoken. Another voice said, “Dale?”
It sounded like Brian, private fucking-dumb-ass-greedy-bastard Daniels. “Brian, is that you? You asshole,” Dale said.
“I’m sorry, Dale,” Brian answered. “I didn’t mean to–”
“You got greedy and I got screwed over. Don’t ever do that again.”
“Sorry.”
“I don’t want to hear it. If you ever do shit like that again, I’ll transfer. Deal or no deal,” Dale said.
“You feeling okay?” Private Smith asked.
“Sort of,” Dale answered. “What’s the sit-rep?”
“We built a small lean-to for you to recover. That beast’s fangs carried toxin. I thought we were going to have to amputate.”
“Jesus, this game is brutal,” Dale said.
“It’s not a game,” Brian commented bitterly. “I mean, it is, but it isn’t. I think the government is using some–”
“Brian,” Smith interrupted.
“Yeah?”
“Shut the fuck up.”
“What time is it?” Dale asked.
“It’s oh five hundred on day two,” Smith answered. “We’ve had no other contact, and our orders are to continue once you’re ready. We’ve given you two injections from the survival pack.”
“I wonder when they’ll introduce healing magic?” Brian said.
“You’ll be back to a hundred percent soon,” Smith said.
Dale: Ërin?
Ërin: Yes?
Where’s my HP?
Ninety-four percent.
Dale rummaged in his survival pack and found a power bar and water. He remained a little dizzy, the sensation similar to the first time he wore a Rhith Suit. The woozy feeling began to grow, and he realized unconsciousness was falling on him again. “Wake me in an hour.”
Ërin: You want an alarm set?
Dale: Sure, but nothing earsplitting.
Soft jazz?
I don’t care.
I can play something soothing now; it’ll help you sleep.
Sure.
Hypnotic music played, and he fell into a deep sleep and dreamt of wolves.
The predators chased him, snapping at his heels and growling. He fell into a hole, tried to climb out, but was unsuccessful.
“Help me,” he whispered weakly. “This man-in-a-hole shit is getting old, and I just want to rest.”
Brian appeared at the entrance of the pit and looked down at Dale with an ear-to-ear grin. “Hello.”
“Help me,” Dale pleaded.
Brian cackled and growled like a hyena.
“Help?” Dale moaned.
“You’re always expecting a deus ex machina, Dale. Life isn’t that neatly packaged,” Brian said. He transmogrified into a human-sized gray rat and scurried away.
When Dale woke, his health had fully returned. He felt energetic and alive. “What’s the sit-rep?” he asked.
“Nothing new, just proceed with our mission,” Smith answered.
Dale climbed out of the tent and stretched. Yawning, he said, “I think I get the best sleep inside this construct.”
“It’s time to move out,” Brian said. “Let’s go, ladies.”
Dale gave him a dirty look. He adjusted his pack, his knives, and retightened the laces on his boots.
Dale: Any messages, Ërin?
Ërin: Nope.
“Smith, why don’t you take point, and I’ll take the rear?” Dale said.
“That’s what she said,” Smith answered.
Brian followed, and Dale ignored him, hoping the screwup the day before was an anomaly.
 
Two hours later, they reached the edge of the forest.
The foot of Mount Dog was in front of them, across a grassy meadow. “We should take a break while we’re still inside the tree line,” Dale suggested. He looked at his friend. “Brian, you need to tighten up your pack. And don’t forget to stay hydrated.”
“I know,” Brian snapped.
“If it bugs you, I won’t offer you advice.”
Brian scowled.
Dale: Ërin, are there any new guild maps of the mountain available?
Ërin: What’s been uploaded into the system this morning by the other teams.
Dale inspected them. They showed a small amount of progress by each of the other teams, but nothing that would help them. “The others have entered the mountain already,” he said. “Break’s over. Let’s get moving.”
“Hold on,” Smith said. “I just remembered something.” He retrieved a pair of binoculars from his inventory.
“Where’d you get those?” Brian asked.
“Upgrade money.”
“Upgrade money?”
“I’ve been around longer than you and suffered a painful death already. Upgrade money was one of the perks.”
“Do you see anything?”
“The path to the base appears to be clear, and I see an opening, either a cave or mineshaft, about a kilometer away.”
“Alrighty, then,” Dale said. “Let’s move out.”
The morning sun lit the first hundred meters of the cavern. At the end of that passage, there were three locked wooden doors.
The light had dimmed, but Dale noticed writing on the wall. None of it was in English. Besides odd-looking words scrawled in a strange alphabet, there were crude carvings. “Could you guys shine some light on this wall? Maybe there’s a clue.”
“My flashlight doesn’t work,” Brian said.
“Probably anti-tech magic,” Smith said.
“We don’t have any magic,” Brian said. “That doesn’t seem fair.”
“Nothing’s fair,” Dale said. “Let’s try to see if we can decipher anything.”
Dale: Ërin, do you have access to the central system?
Ërin: Nope. Only your internal processor. I can’t communicate with the outside. We’re cut off.
“Smith,” Dale said, “go back outside and upload what information we’ve gathered. Brian, while he’s doing that, you gather branches for torches.”
The pair returned with branches and wrapped them with flame cloth. Once lit, their torches cast flickering yellow-orange light.
“I can’t wait to get an avatar with night vision,” Brian said.
“Never mind the future,” Dale said. “Start looking for clues.”
“Maybe we need to break down one of these doors.”
“Smith, I don’t suppose you have a lock-picking kit?” Dale asked.
“I wasn’t so lucky,” he answered.
Above the first door was a sign with weird symbols.
Dale: Can you find a translation for this?
Ërin: It says something like “This way to the kitchen.”
Dale looked at Smith, who was standing in front of the third door. “Anything?”
“This one seems to be a common entrance,” Smith said. “But there’s no indication of how to get past it.”
“Keep looking,” Dale said as he hunted.
Dale: Ërin, anything with this block of text?
Ërin: It’s a riddle. “Find the sequence that doesn’t end.”
That’s it?
It also says “randomness is your friend” and that you need to select numbers in a particular order to solve a puzzle.
Wait a minute. It says we need to push random numbers in order? Seems like an oxymoron.
“I have a possible clue,” Dale said to his companions. He explained what Ërin had translated.
Smith was on his knees examining the wall. “I found a numbered grid.”
The puzzle was a ten-by-ten block of numerals. Each square had multiple numbers except for the top left-hand square, which contained only the single digit three. The others varied in length and had no recognizable pattern.
419716
93993
323
65358
46264
1415
979
“What do you make of it?” Smith asked.
“Looks like a bunch of meaningless numbers,” Brian said. “But maybe it’s a combination lock.”
“I think you’re onto something,” Dale said.
“I was kidding.”
“What if it’s a coded key? We need to figure out how to make the randomness make sense.”
Dale: Ërin, can you help?
Ërin: I can, but if you use cheats, you’ll lose bonuses. Better to solve it yourself if you can.
Dale considered the question of whether the seemingly random sequences of numbers could be put in order like a Fibonacci sequence, pi, or something similar.
“Maybe it’s pi,” Smith said.
“Great minds like alike,” Dale said.
Dale: Ërin, can you display pi in a pop-up out to a few hundred integers?
Ërin: Coming up, handsome.
Dale compared the numbers on the grid. “Your instinct appears to be right. Now what do we do?”
“If it’s a lock, then we enter them in sequence,” Brian said.
“Maybe,” Dale said.
“It’s worth a try,” Smith said. He pushed the number three, and the grid glowed fluorescent lime-green.
“Look for a square with a one-four-one sequence in it,” Dale advised.
“Got it. One-four-one-five,” Smith said. He pushed the square, and the puzzle changed colors.
They went through the first ninety-nine squares, and then Smith held his finger over the hundredth. “Are you guys ready?”
“Go for it,” Brian.
Smith pushed the last button.
A trapdoor opened in the floor and they plunged into darkness.
Dale held onto his torch while rushing air caused it to burn brighter. Illuminated walls covered with paintings flew past them. As they dropped, the scenes changed from recognizable animals to mythical creatures. Then the walls changed to a light-sucking blackness, and Dale’s torch barely glowed enough for him to see his companions.
Brian had dropped his branch.
It slid along the floor, tumbling and throwing odd multicolored shadows before it fizzled out.
“Try using your knife as a brake,” Dale suggested. He drove the tip of his hunting knife into the floor of the slide, attempting to slow his descent. It created orange sparks and a loud screech, and his speed decreased.
Smith copied him.
Brian tumbled out of control.
The floor began to rise.
“Take my arm,” Dale said. He ditched his torch but kept his knife digging into the floor.
Smith locked arms with Dale.
As they decelerated, Brian rolled ahead of them.
At the end of the slide, Dale felt himself floating into infinity as they launched into the darkness.
Brian screamed in agony below them.
Dale landed on a soft sandy surface. “Are you okay?”
“Barely,” Smith said. “Where’s Brian?”
“Help,” Brian said. He’d flown farther into the void.
“Quick, light another torch,” Smith said.
Dale dug into his pack for flame cloth. “Do you see where the branch landed?”
“Yes,” Smith said.
He handed Dale the stick, and after wrapping it in flame cloth and lighting it, they saw Brian trapped in a huge spiderweb.
“Brian!” Dale yelled. A monstrous black widow spider was cautiously approaching his stuck companion, whose thrashing and struggling were attracting her.
“Quit moving,” Dale ordered, but Brian didn’t stop.
“I’ll help you jump up there,” Smith said. He extended his intertwined hands and dropped to a knee. “You can cut him free.”
As Dale was about to leap, he noticed shadows approaching. He picked up the torch and looked past Smith. “Holy shit!”
More spiders approached. They were males, smaller than the queen in the web. Crooked fangs stuck out of poorly designed heads, and they began a pincer movement.
“Smith, turn around,” Dale said. “We’re being flanked. I’ll go right. You go left.”
“Roger that,” Smith replied.
The pair slashed and hacked.
Spider legs soon littered the ground. Once the creatures were unable to crawl, they stomped on their abdomens, and goop poured onto the sand.
More mobs appeared from a cavern below the queen.
The apparent boss spider, the queen, watched the battle.
Brian continued to thrash around.
“Stop moving!” Dale yelled. “Can’t you get your knife?”
“Is this endless?” Smith asked.
“I don’t know; I’m more worried about the queen.”
“One thing at a time,” Smith said. “If this never ends, we’ll run out of HP and die here.”
They slaughtered another hundred enemies, and then the onslaught ended.
“Let’s try again to get Brian down before the boss decides to attack,” Smith said.
The queen remained a couple of meters away from Brian, watching and waiting.
“Same idea as before?” Dale asked.
“Yes.” Smith took a knee and held out his hands. “On three. One, two, three!”
Dale leapt to the web and approached Brian hand over hand as if he were on a set of monkey bars.
“Brian, quit struggling,” Dale ordered. “You’re making it worse.”
“Get me out of here!” he screamed. “She’s going to eat me!”
“Hold on,” Dale said.
“She’s moving!” Smith shouted from below.
Dale turned his head towards the queen. Apparently, the big spider realized he was trying to steal her meal.
“Help me!” Brian struggled more as the spider approached.
“Dammit, Brian,” Dale said. “Stay still.” He began cutting the web around his friend. The spider crawled closer.
A flash of steel flew past Dale.
“I got her!” Smith yelled. “I nailed that bitch with a throwing knife. Hold on, I’ve got another one coming.”
Smith threw a second blade, but she swatted it aside.
The queen leapt over Dale and landed near Brian. She appeared ready to strike.
“Brian, take my knife,” Dale offered. Brian took the combat knife with his free hand.
“Stab her,” Dale said.
Instead of following Dale’s command, Brian cut the rest of the webbing holding him in place and fell to the floor.
The black widow queen bit Dale in the chest.
A fierce burning pain shot through him. He attempted to drop to the floor, but the boss had already spooled Dale’s hands with sticky webbing.
There was no escape.
He felt drowsy.
Dale heard Smith yell at Brian, “We’ve got to save him right now!”
But Brian was among the piles of dead spiders, retrieving the loot.
The pain in Dale’s chest spread as the poison moved down his arms and into his belly. He wanted to scream, but the sticky mess covering his body gagged him.
Everything went dark and silent.
Then he heard his own pulse as his heart labored to get oxygen to his brain. As his blood rushed through his body, the sound in his ears amplified into a rhythmic drumbeat.
The misery he felt intensified, and Dale wondered if the sensation of this bodily fluids boiling and his skin peeling off was what it felt like to be burnt alive.
Then his breathing stopped and he died.
 



Chapter Eighteen
Blame the military.
~ Brian Daniels
Dying was painful, Dale thought.
But being dead was worse.
He didn’t feel physical pain, but the emotional trauma remained. His mind flooded with scars from his past.
There was the time he’d been lost at the mall when he was three. The sensation of being abandoned, unloved, and unwanted entered his consciousness like a vomit-triggering smell.
He was forced to relive a moment during recess in elementary school when a pretty girl he had a crush on called him a “nerdy butt-face,” and the other children laughed at him.
There was a memory of an infatuation during his freshmen year of high school. She’d rejected him publicly.
He felt like crying, screaming, or pleading, but he had no physical body.
Dale agonized over the memory of his last and most destructive heartbreak. He’d thought she’d loved him back. He couldn’t bring himself to name her, but his memories betrayed and compelled him to feel rejection all over again.
He wasn’t sure he even existed, but he couldn’t stop thinking, remembering, and hurting. His hell continued for what seemed like forever.
Perhaps no time had passed; he didn’t know. But he was sure he’d re-experienced every painful memory of his life.
If he wasn’t truly dead, he wanted to be.
He saw an image as if he was in a dream world. At first, it was fuzzy, but then it morphed into focus: Brian extending his hand.
Dale tried to shake the image out of his mind.
“Let’s be partners; we’ll watch out for each other,” Brian said.
Dale felt himself spin out of control. He was on a rollercoaster, and nobody would let him get off.
Around and around his mind spun with nausea and vertigo.
Then hopelessness struck.
His dreaming faded into darkness, then unconsciousness.
When he woke, knowing he’d dreamt, he attempted to recall the memories, but none were forthcoming. He did, however, feel refreshed.
He was no longer in pain.
He heard an unrecognizable voice say his name.
Dale opened his eyes and said, “Hmm, hello?”
He tried to focus on the face belonging to the speaker, but he couldn’t adjust his eyes; the lights in the room were too bright. He was reasonably sure, however, that the voice belonged to a cute young woman wearing a nurse’s uniform.
“Dale, you’re awake,” she said. “I’ll notify the doctor.”
“Where am I?” he asked.
“Golden Hawk Military Hospital. It’s the very best,” she said. “You’ve been in good hands.”
“How long?” Dale asked. He felt anxious as he tried to focus his eyes and his mind.
“Stay still,” the woman said. “The doctor will be here shortly. He’ll explain everything to you.”
Dale shut his eyes and fell back to sleep. After a dreamless sleep, another unfamiliar voice said his name. “Dale, can you hear me?”
He grunted.
“I’m Dr. Ando,” the man said. “Can you hear me?”
Dale nodded his head and tried to speak. All he could manage was, “Water…”
The doctor put a straw in Dale’s mouth.
He drank half the cup. “That’s better,” Dale said.
“We’ve been observing you for three days. You took quite a shock to your system.”
“But…”
“Don’t try to think too hard about it. You’re doing great. Your vital signs are strong, and your body has no permanent injuries. You need rest. I’m ordering sedatives for one more day.”
“Okay…” He felt drowsy and couldn’t keep his eyes open.
He fell asleep and had another nightmare.
Giant spiders came at him from every direction.
He screamed, but then said to himself, “It’s only a dream.”
“No, it’s not,” a wicked voice stated firmly.
“Who are you?”
“It’s me.”
He tried to wake himself. “I thought it was only a game. Help me, someone. Please.”
Nobody responded.
Then he couldn’t breathe, and unrelenting terror struck.
“Dale! Dale, wake up,” a familiar voice said. “You’re having a nightmare.”
“Mom?”
“Yes, honey, it’s me,” she said. “Your dad and I are right here.”
He opened his eyes and the room came into clear focus. The groggy feeling and vertigo were gone.
Dale wasn’t sure he could trust his senses, and he thought: Erin, are you there? But there was no answer.
He turned toward his mother. “Mom, is this real?” he asked. “Are you real?”
“Of course, dear,” she answered. “Don’t be silly. You had a little seizure in training, that’s all. The doctor said you’ll be one hundred percent in a few more days, a week at most. You look good, honey. I’m proud of you.”
His mother touched his face and smiled brightly.
“You scared us there for a moment,” his father said. “The doctors weren’t sure if they’d be forced to put you into an induced coma, but it looks like you just needed more time to recover.”
“I’m…so confused,” Dale said.
“It’ll pass,” his mother said. “That’s what the doctor told us.” She patted him on the arm.
His father gave him a reassuring smile.
He returned to his slumber.
Some indeterminate time later, Dale awoke again.
It was morning, or at least it seemed like morning.
He wasn’t sure.
“Mom?” he asked.
There was no reply.
“Dad?” he called out.
He opened his eyes and tried to focus. “Dad? Mom? Hello?”
He reached for a cup of ice water that sat on a bedside table, and drank it empty.
Dale craved a cup of coffee.
“Hello?” he asked again.
The room was silent except for the rhythmic sound of a medical pump and an occasional beep from the monitoring equipment.
He concentrated and thought the name Erin?
There was no answer. He wondered where he was, and whether his parents had actually visited.
Maybe everything he’d experienced was part of a dream?
The door opened, and an officer walked in. “I’m Lieutenant Brinkmann.”
“Sir?” Dale wasn’t sure if he was awake or asleep.
“Be at ease, soldier.”
A second figure entered the room. Dale thought he could make out captain bars on the man’s uniform, but his eyesight was blurry.
“Dale, I’d like you to meet Captain Stone,” the lieutenant said.
“Sir.”
“Good morning, Private Brown. You look good.”
“I feel like shit,” he said.
“To be expected,” the captain said. “The doctors tell me you’re going to be one hundred percent.”
“What happened?” Dale asked.
“You were bitten by a level ten spider. A real snafu, but part of war preparation, I’m afraid. There wasn’t supposed to be something that toxic in the training scenarios, of course, but sometimes these things get away from us.”
“Snafu, sir?” Dale asked.
“Situation normal, all fucked up. You’ll get used to it,” the captain said.
“That is, Private Brown, if you decide to continue,” Lieutenant Brinkmann injected. “That’s what we’re here to discuss with you.”
“I don’t get it,” Dale said. He was still wondering if he were in a dream. “Fuck my life,” he thought, but the sentiment came out of his mouth in the form of words. “Sorry, sirs,” he added.
“Well, Private, it’s kind of like this. The army screwed up. You went through a lot of misery. We’re aware of how that could affect your ability to continue, and we desire to field the best possible units. War’s a serious business.”
“War, sir?” Dale asked.
“Yes, war is something we need to be vigilant about, Private Brown. The Nagant War is no exception, and–”
“Nagant Wars, sir?” Dale said. “I’m confused. The game, sir?”
“It’s just what some clever marketing guy came up with, Private,” the captain answered. “Don’t read too much into it.”
“But, sir,” Dale said, “I’m not sure I understand.”
“We have authority under the EUDA to retain you, Private Brown. But we want to avoid being counterproductive.”
“What does that mean?” Dale asked.
“It means you can go back to school if you want, but we hope you’ll consider advanced training instead. We’ve prepared some incentives for you if you’ll remain in uniform.”
“I want to go back to PTU. I never wanted to go to war. Not that I don’t want to help. I mean, I’m not…”
“Dale, we understand,” Lieutenant Brinkmann said. “We completely understand how important your plans are. But we want you to consider the bigger picture: the consequences of losing.”
“Yes, Private,” the captain added. “You might win a small battle if you go back to school, but to continue the metaphor, you could lose the war.”
“I’m confused again,” Dale said. He scratched his head and looked around the room. “Why can’t anyone be more straightforward?”
“It’s like this, Private Brown,” the captain said. He took a step closer and laid his hand on Dale’s shoulder. “We want you and your skills. However, we don’t want the resentment and bitterness that could arise if we…” The captain took a step back from the hospital bed. “It’s not good for morale.”
“What he’s trying to say is that we don’t want to be forced to use our EUDA authority to–”
The captain nodded. “Mistakes were made.” He gave Dale a fatherly look. “You understand how these things can go.”
“We’ll ask you to sign a waiver,” the lieutenant said. “You’ll be agreeing to volunteer again. You’ll be stating that none of this post-traumatic stuff, you understand, none of these PTSD claims about a game–”
“You’ll be promoted, of course,” the captain interrupted. “To a corporal. You’ll have a choice of units.”
“We’d like you to consider what’s ultimately at stake,” the lieutenant said.
“And what is that, sir?” Dale asked.
“Why, the fate of everyone, son,” the captain said.
“The whole world,” Lieutenant Brinkmann added.
They went silent.
Eventually, the door opened.
A soft voice said, “Excuse me, gentlemen.”
A pretty nurse entered. Dale was sure he recognized her.
She walked up to his bed and smiled.
Her sparkly green eyes glowed against her flawless, milky white skin. She flashed a flirtatious grin at Dale and winked. “I’ll only be a minute,” she said. “I need to get your vital signs and check all these tubes. I’ll be out of your hair in a blink.” Her hand brushed against his skin.
Dale wished she’d take her time.
“Everything is looking good, Dale,” she said. She adjusted the bedsheets, and her warm fingers brushed against his bare leg.
He blushed.
“Your recovery is coming along spectacularly. You’ll be back to duty in no time at all.”
Dale swallowed. “You think I–”
Not allowing him to finish his sentence, she said, “Yes, of course.”
She placed her hand on his knee.
“You’ll be completely fine. One hundred percent recovered. You’re a hero.”
“I…”
She placed her other hand on his shoulder and squeezed him.
“You really think so?” he asked.
“Of course,” she said. “And thank you for your service, Dale. It’s not anybody that can go through what you did and then still get back up and fight on. It’s the very definition of heroic.”
“I sort of meant–”
“You wait and see, Dale,” she said, smiling. “When this war is over, you’ll have a hundred pretty girls chasing after you.”
“Well, I…”
She moved her hand to his cheek and turned his face toward hers. “Don’t think so much. You’re a man of action.”
Dale blushed.
She dropped her hand.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
“Tina,” she said. She put her hand back on his shoulder and gently massaged. “It’s been my pleasure helping you recover so you can return to duty and help save the world.”
She flashed brilliantly white teeth.
Dale smiled back; he couldn’t help himself.
She walked away from the hospital bed and whispered, “Captain, he’s all yours.”
“You’re at a crossroads, Dale,” Captain Stone said once Tina had left the room. “We hope you’re the hero we think you are. What do you say?”
“Okay, sir.”
Dale was released from the hospital two days later.
Before returning to duty, he was given another three days to finish recuperating at home.
His mother tried to pamper him. “Eat your soup.”
“I’m not hungry.”
“Well, if you need anything, just ask. It’s wonderful to see you home.”
“I have to leave tomorrow,” Dale reminded her.
“I know. Be nice to your brother while you’re here,” she continued. “He misses you.”
“I have. I will,” he said.
She took away a half-eaten bowl of tomato soup. “And please don’t let him near that damn suit.”
“Yes, Mom,” he answered.
After she closed his bedroom door, Dale went online and messaged Brian.
“I heard you were home,” Brian said.
“Don’t be mad at me,” Dale said. “I’m not the reason you were booted.”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Okay. I’m headed back tomorrow. I guess I’ll see you around?”
“Maybe,” Brian answered, “I might get sent to Argentina.”
“That should be interesting. What for?”
“Something to do with cattle farming, I think,” he answered. “You know how the government is; they don’t actually tell you anything. They just send you somewhere. I’m still thinking about contacting the Tro–”
“You idiot!” Dale yelled. “You realize they probably monitor this stuff.”
“I don’t care,” Brian muttered.
“You should.”
“I don’t. I’ve got to go. Good luck with your Nagant thing. I hope you don’t get hurt again.”
“Is that your apology?”
“I wasn’t the one that put a level ten spider into a training instance,” he answered. “It wasn’t my fault–”
“But you were the one who–”
“It’s just a game, Dale. You take it–”
“It’s not just a game. I was in a real hospital. I had real injuries. You’re so fucking stupid. You think it was fun being hooked up to monitors and lying in a hospital bed for days?”
“Still not my fault.”
“Partially,” Dale said.
“How many times did you ditch me in Green Death Online chasing after rare drops and loot? And flirting with–”
“That didn’t have pain!” Dale screamed. He stared hard at his laptop camera, hoping Brian could see his anger. “I was nearly in a coma,” he hissed. “I was tortured.”
“Blame the military,” Brian spat. “Not me!”
“I’ve got to go,” Dale said.
“Bye.”
The following day Dale returned to the EUDA base.
 



Chapter Nineteen
He’s always overthinking everything.
~ Samuel Smith
“Welcome back,” a nurse said. She was elderly, quiet, and didn’t flirt with him. An image of Tina flashed through his mind when the woman stuck a long needle in his arm.
“Ouch,” he said.
“Here,” she said, and placed a small bandage on the wound. “It’s just a little prick.”
“That’s what she said,” a young man in the waiting room joked. He looked at Dale and said, “You seem familiar.”
“Dale Brown, I’m–”
“I remember,” he said. “I’m Tom Kapralov. We’re in the same platoon. I didn’t recognize you at first, you know–”
“Yeah, hey! You look a little different too, I mean–”
“I know,” he said. “I’m much better looking in in the flesh.”
“Well, I–”
“So you’re back?” Tom asked.
“I guess so.”
“We had a running bet,” Tom said. “I’m going to owe a few beers–”
“You guys were betting on me not coming back?” Dale asked. He wasn’t sure how he felt about his platoon gambling on his recovery.
“Russians bet on everything,” Tom said. “So how was death?”
“I don’t want to talk…” The room began spinning, and Dale fell asleep.
Dale woke up in his dressing room.
Ërin: Welcome back, stud. Did you miss me?
Dale: Ërin?
Of course. I’m always with you until the end of the age, or while you’re a soldier in the Nagant War. Whichever comes first, honey. I’m standard gear.
What’s the posted schedule?
Training starts in one hour fifteen minutes on range fourteen.
Dale geared up, checked his stats, and headed to the range.
“Welcome back,” Smith said when Dale arrived. “Some of the guys thought you’d retired, but I figured you’d be back.”
“I hope you didn’t bet against me.”
“Nope. I won a six-pack off Tom,” Smith said.
“You’d better share with me.”
“You got it. So, um, tell me, how–”
“Was death?”
“Yeah…”
The rest of the platoon gathered around when they heard the question. Everyone looked anxious, and Dale knew they wouldn’t let him deflect the question. He took a deep breath and explained the best he could. “You guys have no idea. It was beyond horrible and painful. Like Smith said, I had to relive memories I’d forgotten about.”
“Like what?” someone asked.
“Like stuff from when I was a kid,” Dale answered.
“Did you feel physical pain? Like real pain?” someone asked. It was the biggest fear, and separating rumor from fact was nearly impossible.
“You have no idea,” Dale whispered. “Maybe it’s not as bad as the real thing, although I can’t say I’ve ever been poisoned to death or burned alive, so I really don’t know.”
“Shit.”
“Maybe that’s a design feature,” a private suggested. “To, you know, get us motivated?”
“I suppose,” Dale said. “I’m certainly motivated not to die again.”
“I was in the hospital for two weeks,” Smith said. “But that was in the early days. They’re getting better with treatment protocols.”
“Shit,” someone else said, their anxiety apparent.
“Yeah, shit,” Dale agreed.
When the training session started, Drill Sergeant Green yelled as they ran. “Let’s go, you maggots! Move it, move it, move it!”
Dale fell behind.
At the top of a particularly long climb up a hill, Dale said, “Sorry, Drill Sergeant. I’m not myself yet.”
The drill had waited for him to catch up. “Welcome back, Private – excuse me – Corporal Brown. Let’s go!” Green jogged ahead, and Dale fought to catch up.
They joined the rest of the platoon at a weathered gray building with the number fourteen painted on the front in a brownish-green color. A small mouse scurried into a hole.
“I don’t know if I should be impressed,” one of the squad leaders said, “or assume that Rhith programmers are overpaid or insane.”
“Maybe both,” a private said.
“Take a knee, platoon,” Drill Sergeant Green said. He stood in front of the men. “Today we’ll start learning intermediate sword-fighting skills. The first stage of the Nagant War will be fought with weapons from the middle ages. Bronze, steel, and wood. Swords, knives, bows, and bludgeoning weapons.”
Dale raised his hand.
“Yes, Corporal?”
“You called it the Nagant War. Are you saying the war is a game now? Like the MMO?”
“Don’t take everything so seriously. But it’s a war…and it does hurt to die, correct?”
“Like you wouldn’t believe, Drill Sergeant,” Dale said.
“Okay, then we’re on the same page. I don’t care if you call it the Second Vietnam War, World War Three, or the First Intergalactic Multispecies War.”
The drill paced up and down the ranks. “Unlike past wars, where death was permanent, in this war if you get killed, you simply agonize in pain for a while and then respawn.”
“Isn’t that fucking special,” Tom said.
“Yup,” the DS agreed. “Private Kapralov understands perfectly, being a student of history. If they’d been able to respawn in his grandfather’s time, the Russkies would be ruling the world today.”
“Damn fucking straight,” Tom agreed.
The drill instructor lectured for another hour on short-sword techniques. “The list of different swords, and what each is best at, is long. You’re going to want to study up on the difference between a saber, a rapier, and a katana.”
Green presented different blades and explained the various styles and the proper nomenclature of the components. “You never know what weapons you’ll be facing, and you don’t want to get caught in a PVP fight defending yourself against a weapon you’ve never practiced with.”
When the lecture finished, the platoon entered the training facility. Their first lesson with the short sword involved repeating defensive moves over and over.
“Wax on. Wax off,” someone joked.
“It’s why you’re so good at fapping,” another soldier said.
“You know it.”
Dale became bored after a short time, and his mind wandered while his body went on autopilot.
That nurse sure was cute. I wonder what it would take…
Ërin: Are you talking to me?
Dale: No. Go away.
Don’t be rude.
Sorry, but–
But she sure was pretty. Those eyes. Those–
Stop, I’m going to–
“Ouch!” Dale yelled.
“Pay attention, dumb ass,” Tom said.
“I was–”
“You were thinking about pussy,” Tom said.
“How did you?” Dale caught himself and bit his lip. “Ouch.”
“Watch out for that Russian, Dale,” Smith shouted from across the training area. “He’s a clever one. Fortunately, he’s a shitty gambler. He owes me a six-pack of Skol.”
Tom laughed. “You can dream about your putana later,” he said. “Pay attention to my sword now, or you’ll die again.”
Dale attempted to follow his advice, and they practiced in relative silence until lunchtime.
After returning from the mess hall, they added shields to their practice. Green demonstrated blocks, parries, counterattacks, lunges, guards, dodges, and various other combinations.
At the end of the training, Green called them together. “Gather around and take a knee. Platoon, I have a couple of announcements to make. The first one concerns Private Daniels. His actions inside Mount Dog during the training exercises exposed his lack of commitment to the principles of honor, loyalty, and teamwork. He allowed his brother to fall because he put his desires first.”
“Boo,” someone said.
“Quiet down and listen up. This war is going to be won, or lost, as a team effort. There will be times for gathering loot. I suggest you make team agreements to share the work and rewards. No army can afford individualism on the battlefield.”
He put his hands on his hips. “I don’t like losing soldiers, especially to stupidity. Any questions?”
Even Tom was quiet, which might have been a first.
“Okay, next item on my agenda,” the drill continued. “Tomorrow’s training exercise. We’ll be meeting on stage thirty-seven. Check in with Private Chance at the front desk before oh five hundred and proceed to the weapons room. Disssss-missed!”
 
At oh six hundred the next morning the platoon formed up and was ready to march when their drill sergeant arrived. Soldiers wore custom-fitted gear and had newly issued shields, short swords, helmets, and chainmail.
Somebody had made an emblem that read “Mad Dog Dale” and stuck it on his shield. The joke, probably started by Tom, made Dale feel like he was one of the guys.
Marching was part of the training program because battles rarely took place when soldiers were well-rested and fresh. They sang old marching songs on the way to the field, led by Drill Sergeant Green.
Administration replaced Brian with a Russian soldier named Galina Rasulova, bringing the platoon back up to twelve members. They were divided into three squads of four, and Dale’s included Smith and the two Russians, Tom and Galina.
He was happy about the arrangement because he completely trusted Smith, and the two Russians appeared competent. In addition to Tom’s jokester nature, he was also a degenerate gambler and a womanizer, but when it came to soldiering, he was the best fighter in the platoon.
“Stay away from Galina,” he told Dale in her presence. “She’s a Russian ballerina…so if anyone is going to glue that one–”
“Pig,” she spat.
“Rozovyi?”
“Yes, pigs like you drove me away from the peen.”
Tom laughed and smiled.
Dale was confused as to whether he was a decent guy who just liked a good joke, regardless of at whose expense, or if he was a genuine asshole.
Ërin: Sometimes it’s the same thing.
At the scheduled time, the platoon walked onto the training field.
“Attention!” a herald shouted. “All soldiers pay attention to the following instructions.”
Dale listened with as much concentration as he could muster.
Ërin: Don’t sweat it, hot stuff. I’m recording everything. I can explain the rules if you need.
The training battle was set up as a modified melee between two fictional factions comprised of platoons mixed together from various training companies using swords and shields. Weapons were programmed to register injuries and fatal blows; however, pain levels were set at five percent.
“All living soldiers on the victorious side at the end of the battle will be dining with the base commander tonight,” the herald announced. “As a reward, your favorite foods as recorded in your profiles will be served.”
Dale: Ërin, can I change my profile to Chinese food?
Yes, but it’s too late for tonight’s dinner. Primary System Control accessed those files yesterday.
Shit.
Why complain? You love Peanut Butter Captain Crunch.
True.
“Warriors, take your positions!” the herald shouted. “Three, two, one. Commanders, you may advance your troops at will.”
Soldiers began moving across the battlefield. “Diamond formation!” yelled Lieutenant Brinkmann.
Swords flew, shields rang out like gongs, and soldiers grunted, yelled, and sometimes screamed in pain.
Dale: Ërin, can you verify that we’re at five percent pain?
Ërin: No, sorry, that request requires administrative privileges I don’t possess. Keep your mind on the battle.
One of Dale’s platoon members fell between himself and the enemy, which meant he could concentrate on fighting that opponent.
Dale feinted to the left, moved right, and swung his sword diagonally in a downward sweep meant to catch his opponent in the legs. His sword was blocked, but his opponent overextended and ended up slightly off balance. Dale moved around his enemy, forcing him to attempt a blocking movement against a vicious downward thrust.
As the enemy lifted his shield, he became even more unbalanced. Dale didn’t follow through on his initial thrust, but instead twisted back to his original position and struck the fighter’s sword arm.
System Message: Enemy Incapacitated
Trials & Testing mode: Do not continue attacking.
Dale moved around the soldier and joined the remainder of his platoon. They’d taken losses, but still outnumbered the platoon they were engaging. When Dale returned to the fight, they overpowered the rest of their opponents.
Once the first enemy platoon was defeated, they gathered allies and worked against the rest of the faction, one platoon at a time, until Dale found himself with the group of winners.
A trumpet announced the end of the fight.
System Message: Congratulations!
You’ve earned a bonus: Dinner at the Base Commander’s Table.
Cocktails will be served at 17:30 in the officer’s lounge.
Tip: Don’t make an officer wait! Promptness is a virtue.
Notice: No XP are granted in training modes. However, performance evaluations affect rank promotions.
Dale: Do you have a calendar for what’s up next?
Ërin: Something’s blocked out, but I don’t have specifics.
Can you keep track of my appointments and schedule?
Of course. That’s one of my primary jobs. By the way, the system is asking me to confirm your favorite dish as Peanut Butter Captain Crunch. Shall I substitute Chinese dishes?
God, yes. Walnut shrimp, orange chicken, and combination fried rice.
Confirmed.
“All victors, please report to the main staging area,” the herald announced.
Of the several hundred soldiers that had started the melee, the survivors numbered no more than fifty.
Dale and Smith joined them.
Someone yelled, “Attention!”
A group of officers approached, and Captain Stone was with them. He spoke first. “Good job, soldiers. That was a fine display of skills. I’d like to introduce the base commander, Colonel Matsumoto. Sir!”
“Very nicely done today, soldiers,” the colonel said. “A nod of appreciation to Lieutenant Brinkmann, who was quite skilled in his use of the Hiro-Tanka strategy. I look forward to a lively discussion at dinner tonight. We have a special quest to offer those of you who were victorious today. Captain Stone will present the details.”
“Soldiers,” the captain said, “HQ has released a new training module. Loot and XP are available, and the victors will be the first to run it.”
“Hey,” Tom said, “that’s an improvement.”
“Sssssh,” Dale whispered.
“Corporal Brown! Perhaps you have something more important to say?” the captain asked.
“No, sir,” Dale said. He flushed with embarrassment. “Sorry, sir.”
The captain threw him a dark glance before continuing. “You will infiltrate a castle held by an aggressive enemy with a kidnapped princess. You’ll need to be ready to face witches, ogres, trolls, and possibly dragonlings.”
“No dragonlings,” Colonel Matsumoto corrected. “Too unyielding.”
“Yes, sir,” Stone said. “You don’t have to worry about dragonlings. However, you do have to worry about war-level pain. It’s the only way to qualify to include loot and XP.”
“Stone,” the colonel said, “remind them…” He waved his hand across his throat.
“Death is possible,” Captain Stone announced. “Although if you fight as a team, nobody has to die.”
“That is all,” the colonel said.
Somebody yelled, “Attention!”
Lieutenant Brinkmann saluted the departing officers and then dismissed the group.
“So what do you think, Smith?” Dale asked as they marched into a forest in search of a castle to storm.
“Of?”
“This quest.”
“Sounds fine to me. Loot, XP, a chance to improve skills over the other players…I mean soldiers. Why not?”
“I’m, well…” Dale frowned.
“You’re thinking about what happened last time?” Smith asked.
“Yeah.”
“Look, that guy, he was a prick,” Smith said. “I know he was your friend, but he was a coward. You can be confident that nobody here is going to betray you.”
“You sure?” Dale asked. He wanted to believe it, but his experience had him wary.
“Hey, Dale!” Tom shouted. “I’ve got your back, buddy.”
“Yeah, what’s the catch with that?” Galina asked.
“What?” Tom asked. “I can’t be a nice guy?” He smiled wide and outstretched his arms.
“I trust you like I trust a Moscow cop,” she said. The slender Russian did not smile.
Tom frowned. “What do you know of Moscow?”
She gave Tom a dirty look. To Dale, she said, “I’m sure everyone will do their best, but I understand your fear.”
HQ excluded all officers and NCOs from the training quest, which made Dale, who was the only corporal, in charge of the forty-seven soldiers who’d qualified.
“Don’t let them see your fear,” Smith whispered to Dale.
“I’m only nervous because the pain levels are set to normal,” he said. “Whatever that means.”
“It means that a strike from a virtual sword is going to hurt like a bitch, but I don’t think it’s going to be exactly like a real war. Who’d play?”
“Who’d go to real war?”
“Touché,” Smith said.
Tom and Galina moved closer for their conversation.
“I wonder,” Galina said, “how anyone figured out exactly how to mimic different kinds of pain.”
“I wonder, too,” Dale agreed. “How does anyone know what it feels like to get stabbed to death by a sword? I mean, you’re dead if it’s for real.”
“You think too much about it,” Smith said.
“Well, okay, but don’t you wonder?”
“No.”
“Tom?” Dale said.
“I don’t care. We’ll find out soon enough,” Tom answered. “My concern is whether they got the other swordplay correctly calibrated.” He leered at Galina.
“Nakhal,” she said.
“Seksual’nyy printsessa,” he replied with a smile.
“Lesbian skill decreased,” Smith deadpanned.
“If this war is like the game, then does that mean we’re going to be fighting other sentient beings at some point?”
“What war?” another soldier who’d wandered into their conversation asked.
“You know, the Nagant War,” Dale answered.
“You mean Nagant Wars?” the soldier asked.
“Whatever,” Dale said. “I mean…”
“I’m Sanjay Patel,” the soldier said. “Nice to meet you.”
“Same,” Dale said. “Do you understand what I’m talking about?”
“Jesus, Dale,” Smith said. “Sanjay, just ignore him. He’s always overthinking things.”
“He needs to get laid,” Tom said. “But not by a Russian. First, an Asian girl, I think.”
“Hey, screw you,” an Asian girl said.
“Exactly what I was hoping you’d say,” the Russian said. “My name is Tom.”
“Buta,” the Asian girl said.
“Ignore him,” Galina said, and then pointed ahead. “Look. The castle.”
 



Chapter Twenty
I want to plunder her the way the imperialists have dreamt of plundering Russia.
~ Tom Kapralov
Dale peered through evergreen trees, and sure enough, the tops of the castle towers appeared through the branches.
The platoon approached, staying inside the tree line, hidden from view.
The castle was medieval and constructed with square gray stones. It had a moat, a drawbridge, and a few banners hung from the ramparts.
They appeared to have corporate logos.
“I can see someone spent top dollar on design,” Tom said.
“It’s just a training thing,” Sanjay said. He spoke with quiet confidence.
“It’s the government and Rhith Corp,” Tom argued. “They had a contract bid out for that monstrosity. Probably an outrageous fortune. Any guess who built it? One of your cousins, in a sweatshop in New Delhi.”
“Don’t be racist,” the Asian girl said. “You’re not a nice–”
“No,” Sanjay interrupted her. “He’s right. The military-corporate complex does exploit my people. I have cousins who program, and–”
“Alright, enough of the politics,” Smith blurted. “Dale, we need a workable plan. Unless you guys want to sit out here all day and argue about the geopolitical problems imposed by the Western nations on the–”
“Okay, okay,” Dale said. “You made your point.”
“What do you guys think?” Galina asked, nodding toward the castle.
“I don’t like it,” Smith said. “Too much open ground to cover.” He retrieved his binoculars and scanned the surrounding areas. “I don’t see a clear way to attack without being completely exposed.”
“There must be a sneak,” Dale said. He faced the group. “Whose got any sneak skills?”
“I don’t think anyone has any yet,” Galina said. “I mean, you can’t–”
“I do,” Sanjay said. “I’ve been in-country for months. I did some beta work, and–”
“Quiet, hand-eater,” Tom said. “We don’t need your résumé. I, too, have sneak.”
“Holy shit!” Dale yelled suddenly. He jumped into the air and spun around. “You trying to give me a heart attack?”
A small, slender woman with cocoa skin and a nasty scar across her face stood in the spot Dale had jumped from. She displayed a long dagger and a scowl. “I can sneak alright.”
Tom dropped to the ground laughing. “You should have seen your face, Dale,” he said. “Hold on, hold on.” He sat on the ground and closed his eyes. He whispered, “Replay,” and laughed again. “Tag Dale’s face,” Tom said before opening his eyes. “That’s some funny shit. We haven’t met yet; I’m Tom.” He extended his hand to the woman who’d made Dale jump.
She looked at him for a couple of seconds, then took a step, outstretched her hand, and helped him to his feet. “Kim,” she said. “Kim Ayanna.”
“Thanks,” he said. He looked her up and down. “Your scar. A vain woman would have had it removed,” he stated.
“I know who I am,” Kim said.
“I like.”
“Okay, this isn’t Bachelorette forty,” Dale said. “We need to get serious.”
“Bachelorette is only on season thirty-eight,” Galina corrected. “It’s behind a few years due to the civil unrest–”
“God,” Smith exclaimed. He sat on the ground and stared at the sky. “They did a nice job with the clouds.”
“Help me, someone,” Dale said.
“You,” Tom said to Dale, pointing at his chest. “Telesnyy. Corporal. Take lead.”
“Alright,” Dale said. “Listen up.”
Soldiers milled around.
“Listen to him,” Tom said. He didn’t shout, but his voice sent a chill up Dale’s spine. “Dale speaks. You listen.” The Russian scanned the group and put a hand on Dale’s shoulder. “You obey leader, or I put boot up ass.”
“Thanks,” Dale said. “Everyone! Split into three groups behind one of these three.” He pointed to Tom, Kim, and Sanjay. “Adjust your comms to the same frequency as your team leaders.”
The group split up and created three equal lines. Dale was impressed how smoothly things went when qualified people were involved.
Being scared of Tom probably didn’t hurt either.
He examined the three newly appointed squad leaders.
Tom was tall and light skinned. He had a lot of tattoos and was kind of scary looking.
Sanjay was brown skinned, small figured, and was a stereotypical Indian nerd.
Kim had a dark complexion and seemed relaxed when speaking with Tom.
“Introduce yourselves,” Dale said to the squads. “Then get on the same channels and coordinate with Smith. He’ll be the intermediate between the squad leaders and me.”
“Can I get your email?” Tom said to Kim.
She frowned for a moment, but then closed her eyes and smiled.
“Thanks,” he said.
“Alright!” Dale shouted. “Pay attention. Your names are Team Tom, Team San, and Team Kim. Use your handles in communications or create a subprogram – just make it clear. Next on the agenda is what to do about loot. We equally split everything we’re permitted to split. If you want more skill points, well, take more risks. That’s on you. Don’t screw anyone else over. Agreed?”
Dale waited a few seconds.
Dale: Ërin?
Ërin: You’re good. Everyone accepted.
Perfect.
You’re a good leader.
I wish.
You’re learning. You’ll get it. Take charge.
It’s a new–
Learn from the Russian.
I thought so, too.
Handsome.
You like tattoos?
I meant you, silly. Baby, there’s nobody else.
Stop.
It’s true.
Great, I have a non-corporeal being in love with me.
It’s a start.
Dale smiled at the group. “Perfect. Everyone’s on board. We’re a true team.”
“What’s next?” Smith asked.
“I’m going up this tree.” Dale climbed the tallest nearby pine tree until he had a clear view of the castle. “Team Kim, go back in the direction we traveled, and follow the gorge toward the castle. Smith, set up live tracking of each group for me.”
“Give me two,” Smith said.
“Team Tom, continue heading downhill a half a kilometer.”
“Da.”
“Team San?”
“Yes, here,” Sanjay answered. “Where do you want us?”
“Start searching behind us. Look for an outcropping of rocks, a cave, a mine tunnel, something that would indicate a passageway.”
“Got it.”
“Everyone head out,” Dale said. “Keep in communication and look for anomalies.”
Dale climbed farther up the tree and monitored the squads.
Team San found something first.
“We’ve got a small cave,” Sanjay said over the commlink.
Dale found Sanjay behind a small hill about three-quarters of a kilometer away from the castle.
“I have a couple of puzzle solvers in there,” Sanjay said.
Hidden inside the cave was a ten-by-ten grid filled with numbers.
“I’ve seen one of these before,” Dale said.
“They’ve been looking for a pattern,” Sanjay said.
“Nothing has jumped out yet,” one of the soldiers said.
“The key I used in Mount Dog was pi. A trapdoor opened, and we fell into a spider nest.”
“You’re the guy that died?”
“Yup. That’s my claim to fame. Trust me, it’s worse than it sounds,” Dale said.
Dale: Ërin?
Ërin: If I help you, no loot.
I could sacrifice for the good of the group.
No, Dale. If you use a cheat, you negate loot drops for everyone. You’re all tied together.
“Shit,” Dale said.
The first soldier shook his head and said, “I know–”
“No, I meant…never mind.”
The grid was different than the previous one. The upper left square contained the number one. The next square also had a one, but the rest of the squares held random numbers.
16796
6564120-
429
14
742900
128990-
42
And ninety-one more.
Dale opened his commlink to Smith. “You there?”
“Yeah, I’m still at the tree. Nothing new to report.”
Dale instructed Ërin to send a picture of the grid to Smith.
“Get the teams working on this. Tell them we’re looking for a pattern similar to pi or the Fibonacci sequence, but no cheats or we’ll lose XP and loot.”
“You got it, Captain,” Smith said.
“It’s corporal,” Dale replied.
“Aye-aye.”
“And I’m not a pirate either.”
Dale turned back to Sanjay. “When we open the lock, there’s going to be a trapdoor or something. Be prepared for anything.”
“Except no dragonlings,” Sanjay pointed out.
“That’s what they said,” Dale agreed, “but it is the military.”
“Understood. I’ll have a few soldiers make torches,” Sanjay said.
“Get some rope, too,” Dale ordered. “We’ll tie off whoever pushes the buttons in case a trapdoor opens.”
“Good idea.”
“They come to you when you’ve plunged to your death once already.”
“Dale?” Smith asked over the commlink.
“Go ahead,” Dale answered.
“I found a math nerd. Private Rasulov, go ahead.”
A Russian accent spoke over the shared commlink. “I think the puzzle is a Catalan sequence. The longer numbers, the ones with hyphens, are actually one number, you have to find the–”
“Hold on,” Dale interrupted.
Dale: Ërin, can you set it up so that Rasulov can see the grid and virtually push the buttons himself?
Ërin: Of course.
Make it happen, okay?
Orders sent to Rasulov’s AI.
Dale looked at Sanjay. “Okay, here we go. Get the soldiers with torches near the front. Everyone, weapons ready.”
“Smith?”
“Go ahead.”
“I’ll try to maintain contact. If we get cut off, send someone to find us. If we all die, you’re in charge. Have the other two teams storm the castle.”
“Roger.”
“Okay, Sanjay. Here goes.”
Dale: Ërin, go ahead with Rasulov.
Ërin: Sending now.
Dale’s AI highlighted the numbers for him to push in sequence.
1
1
2
5
14
42
132
429
1430
When he approached the hundredth push, his heart began to race. “Get ready, Sanjay,” he whispered.
He hit the last button, and nothing happened.
“Now what?” Dale asked, mostly to himself.
He searched for anything that might have changed and leaned against the stone wall to think when he’d exhausted his search.
The wall shifted slightly.
“Give me a hand,” he ordered.
They pushed at the edge, and the wall pivoted.
A tunnel appeared behind it.
“Torches,” Sanjay said.
Three members of the team cautiously crept into the passage with their torches held high. A cloud of bats scattered. Dale led them into the darkness.
A foul stench enveloped them, and several soldiers gagged.
One of the torchbearers vomited.
“What’s that smell?” someone asked.
“Death,” a private answered.
“Why in God’s name would someone program something this horrible?”
“It smells like a rotting corpse,” someone in the back of the line said. “If zombies attack, aim for their heads.”
“You’ve been watching too much TV,” the first soldier said.
“It’s good to know the tropes.”
“Follow me,” Dale said. “You’ll get used to the smell.”
“I don’t want to get used to this,” Sanjay said.
“Sanjay, leave a soldier outside, and then one every fifty meters. I’d like to maintain comm with Smith.”
“Done,” he said.
Dale batted away a flock of bats.
Ërin: It’s a colony, not a flock.
Dale: Don’t be so pedantic.
“Are they dangerous?” Sanjay asked.
“Naw, they’re flair,” Dale answered. He struck one down with his sword and spread the wings of the creature apart. “Look.”
“What am I looking at?” Sanjay asked.
“The bone structure of this creature,” Dale answered. “I recognize this work. It’s a harmless thing, yet see here.” He traced a finger along the bat’s wing. “The work is exquisite.”
“A top programmer,” Sanjay agreed.
Dale tossed the bat aside. “It’s the exact opposite of that roughly designed castle. Pure art, really.”
“And?”
“It means someone went to the trouble to put highly designed creatures in here, so don’t assume anything. Our danger might not be zombies or something obvious. It could be a simple creature, something appearing harmless, like a mouse.”
They continued marching farther away from the entrance. The walls of the passageway remained unadorned natural stone. Spiderwebs hung from the ceiling to the walls, but none of the cobwebs looked fresh.
They came to a set of descending stairs.
Dale, who marched at the point, stopped. “Hold that torch up for me,” he commanded.
A hanging apparatus with long metal spikes was suspended from the ceiling above the top step. Dale used his sword to find the trigger, and when he pushed the third step, the entire contraption dropped onto the stairwell.
Sharp metal points cracked the stone at his feet.
Intertwined in the trap was a skeleton. Short boney horns protruded from its skull. In its fingers was a black dagger, and Dale retrieved it.
Congratulations!
You’ve discovered: Onyx Assassin’s Dagger.
Level: 8
Class: Rare.
Durability: 20/20.
Qualities: Grooved along both sides to apply the orc-spider toxin hidden in the handle. For use when an enemy deserves to suffer without mercy before death.
A new dagger materialized in a mist of cerulean blue.
“Nice,” said the soldier holding the torch. He picked up the blade, and the mist produced another dagger.
“Looks like we all get the same loot drop here,” Dale said. “Everyone hurry up so we can keep moving.”
He began walking down the stairwell. “Smith?” he asked over the commlink. “Can you still hear me?”
“Roger,” Smith answered.
“We just passed a trap. I think this is probably the best way.”
“Should the other groups join you?”
“Not yet. I want to be positive this isn’t a dead end.”
They continued without incident for another three hundred meters, where they arrived at a wooden door with a rusty iron knob and an old-fashioned keyhole.
Dale reached for the knob, but a funny feeling in his gut stopped him. He gently tapped his sword on the iron handle, and an aggressive, ugly brown spider leapt out and bit the sword over and over.
“Good thing I read The Princess Bride recently,” he whispered to nobody in particular.
“You have strange tastes,” someone commented.
Dale smashed the creature, and a lime-green mist rose from it.
As the mist dissipated, a silver coin appeared.
Congratulations!
You’ve discovered a drachma.
Hint: He who has no money doesn’t fear being robbed by bandits.
“Be ready,” Dale said. “Something’s coming. I can feel it.”
“Oh, shit,” Sanjay said, “they’re here.”
Spiders dropped from the ceiling.
“I hate spiders,” a female soldier said.
“The programmers could have been more imaginative,” an Indian kid, who was normally quiet, said. “I would have–”
He was stopped short by a scream.
The group stomped spiders with their boots and hacked at them with swords. The torch-bearing soldiers torched the arachnids. Someone dropped their torch. Another soldier swung his sword wildly and struck a comrade. A bloodcurdling scream tore through the dark recesses of the room.
Dale killed dozens and dozens of mobs, but every dead enemy was replaced with a fresh one. He moved against a wall so he could keep the attacking spiders in front of him.
Dale: God, I’m barely able to hold my sword steady.
Ërin: It’s the PTSD. You’ll overcome it. And I’m not God. Godlike and perfect, but still, not a deity.
What’s PTSD? Paranoid To Stupid Degrees?
You’ll be okay, honey. You went through a – look out!
A group of spiders moved along the corner of the wall and ceiling. Using his sword, he sliced and sliced and sliced until eventually their numbers decreased.
“I think they’ve stopped coming,” he said. “Double-check everywhere.”
They squashed the remaining spiders, but everyone was still panicky. Then, a dense cloud of bats flew into the room, and chaos reigned again.
Torches and swords flew, uncontrolled and wild.
Screams of pain were intermixed with cursing in foreign languages.
“Calm down!” Dale shouted. “Quit worrying about the bats; they’re harmless. Instead, get ready for the boss.”
The flying creatures proved that even harmless animals were capable of starting a riot. The platoon suffered more friendly-fire casualties from the chaos caused by the bats than they’d suffered from the spiders.
“Shit,” Dale said. The last of the bats flew away. “At least that’s over.”
“Ahhhhh! Help me!” A soldier was on her back, screaming in pain and shouting incoherently. She died with a gurgle, and Dale frowned.
“What should we do now?” Sanjay asked.
“We move on. Once we find the castle entrance, I’ll have the other teams join the attack.”
Dale returned to the door and tapped the handle again. Nothing jumped at him, so he turned the knob with his gloved hand.
The passageway was locked.
“I don’t suppose anyone has picks?” Dale asked.
Nobody answered.
“New strategy. Inspect your loot for clues,” Dale said. “I have a silver coin from the orc-spider; maybe it does something. And I also have several metal pieces that appear to be part of a puzzle.”
“I found a silver coin as well,” someone said.
“Me too,” a second person said.
The drachmas totaled thirty.
“There must be a clue in this lore book,” a soldier said. He held up a scroll.
“It’s an ancient anime,” said a female voice. “Like from the eighties.”
“So?”
“You just want to read it. Be honest.”
“It might contain an Easter egg. You know, eighties trivia.”
“That’s been done already.”
“Dale?” Sanjay interrupted. “What’s your–”
“It’s a puzzle,” Dale declared.
“How do you know?”
“These things are similar to an old Rhith World called Scorpion Island. It’s a pirate game.” Dale held up one of the metal pieces. “These form a key. The challenge was figuring out how to piece them together. Put whatever you’ve found on the floor.”
Once all the parts of the three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle were placed on the floor, they matched them together. When they finished, they almost had a complete key.
Dale noticed that one end had a notch.
“Try fitting a coin in the slot,” he said.
It fit.
Dale unlocked the door and swung it open.
 
Two enemy guards sat at a table playing chess.
They were dressed in medieval chainmail cloaks and carried longswords and daggers.
They looked at the intruders with surprised shock.
“Sanjay,” Dale commanded, “take the one playing black alive if you can!”
The guard who’d been playing white pulled out his sword and swung it at Dale’s head.
He deflected the blow and returned one of his own.
The second soldier reached for his weapon, but Sanjay kicked him to the floor. Two of his squad swarmed the fallen guard, and they pinned him to the ground.
“We’ve got him,” Sanjay said.
Dale faked an attack at his opponent’s right side, changed direction, and then stabbed him in the neck.
The wounded soldier shrieked, dropped his weapon, and grabbed his neck with both hands. Blood spewed from the gash, and he looked Dale in his eyes as he fell to the ground.
“Rook to queen four,” he mumbled as he bled out.
Dale was unable to remove his gaze from the gushing red flow that puddled around the guard’s corpse, and reminded himself that the blood wasn’t real. The pain was real unless the guard was an NPC, but he’d acted like a real person as he’d died. In either case, Dale felt sick watching it.
Ërin: There’s no time for that kind of introspection right now.
Dale: It’s just so real. You wouldn’t understand. Do we still have a commlink up to Smith?
Yes, but messages will be routed through the soldiers you’ve posted. So you won’t have privacy.
That’s okay.
“Smith?” Dale asked after activating his commlink.
“Still here. Guarding a tree. It’s my complete bitch, so don’t worry. It won’t be leafing anytime soon.”
“We’ve made contact. One guard dead, one alive. We’re going to interrogate him. I’ll let you know soon if you should send the other teams through the tunnel.”
“Roger, but hurry up. I’m growing roots.”
Dale wasn’t in a joking mood. He stared at the blood splattered all over his boots and wondered why the game was programmed with such realism.
“I’m not sure how to interrogate this guard,” he said to Sanjay. “Or if we can gain anything worth knowing.”
Dale knelt and got close to the captive’s face. “Talk,” he said.
“Urgggg,” the guard answered. “Rook takes rook.” He spat out a mouthful of blood.
Dale looked up. “Sanjay, send two soldiers down the hall to make sure we don’t get ambushed.”
Dale: Ërin, are there any rules about this?
Ërin: No. This is war, and the only rules are ones you can’t break even if you tried.
Is he sentient or NPC?
I cannot answer that.
Cannot or don’t know?
Null question, Dale. Sorry.
“Kill him quickly,” Dale said.
“What?”
“There’s nothing he’ll give up. Even if he told us anything, we couldn’t trust it. We’re not going to torture him. Bottom line, we don’t have the time. Kill him swiftly and let’s go.”
One of Sanjay’s squad hacked off the guard’s head.
Someone else vomited all over Dale’s boots.
“I have a new directive,” Dale said. “Kill enemies and take no prisoners. Let’s find the princess and get the fuck out of here.”
After following a stone and brick corridor and climbing another stairwell, they found the entrance to a garden courtyard inside the castle. Dale peeked over a stone wall. A dozen soldiers were wandering around, and another six were positioned at exterior arrow slits.
“Smith?” he asked, whispering into his commlink.
“I’m still here,” Smith answered. “With the tree. We’re friends now.”
“Have the two teams attack. Be cautious, but I need them to create a diversion.”
“You got it,” Smith replied.
Dale explained his plan to Sanjay.
“I have nine soldiers left, not counting the ones who are still posted along the passageway,” Sanjay said.
“Order them to join us. I can reach Smith from here, and we need all the help we can get.”
When teams Kim and Tom attacked the castle, the defending soldiers shouted an alarm and scurried around like panicked insects after something disturbed their hive.
Dale gave the ordered to invade. They attacked the archers first, hoping to give the other teams a reprieve from the defenders’ projectiles. Dale and Sanjay’s attack caught the bowmen by surprise and killed most of them, with only small losses on Dale’s side. Continuing to use coordinated formations, they destroyed the rest of the courtyard troops within a few minutes.
“Smith?” Dale asked.
“I’m here.”
“Proceed to the front of the castle. We’ll drop the drawbridge for you.”
“Roger that.”
Dale enlisted a couple of soldiers to help him lower the drawbridge, and the other teams crossed the moat. Once all three groups reassembled, they assessed the situation. Kim’s team had lost two soldiers, both shot by arrows. Tom’s crew had lost a few as well, also by arrows.
They were left with a force of just under forty soldiers, and Dale thought it seemed like too many people for the difficulty of the quest.
Then the portcullis dropped.
A trap.
The doors opened on the upper floor, and a swarm of swordsmen flooded into the courtyard. A chaotic battle began. There was no time to communicate or strategize.
Swords flew.
People screamed.
Blood and gore splattered everywhere.
Dale engaged a tall, muscular enemy with mad sword skills. He blocked everything Dale tried against him. When Dale feinted right, the swordsman moved left. He attempted to advance straight using brute force, but the swordsman was too powerful.
Dale reached for a throwing knife, but lost his balance and almost dropped his sword. He was beginning to accept that he’d be facing a torturous, painful death again, but Smith spun behind the swordsman and lopped off his head.
“Quit goofing around,” Smith said. “We need to find the princess. Follow me.”
As Dale’s platoon dispatched the remaining enemies, carrion birds landed and picked at the bloody body parts strewn about the courtyard.
“We could use ranged support,” Smith shouted to the group. “Follow us up.”
Dale was right behind Smith when they heard a loud crashing sound. Behind them, a giant troll with a club broke through a wall. The beast separated them from the rest of the group.
“Hell,” Smith said.
“How do you know where you’re going?” Dale asked.
“I’ve been in this castle before,” Smith answered.
“Really?”
“Maybe not this exact one, but the same designer. It wasn’t originally a Rhith Systems construct. They must have contracted with the government and used the same blueprints. Cheap bastards.”
“But good for us,” Dale said.
“Exactly. Follow me.”
Dale followed him up another flight of stairs and down a long hallway.
 



Chapter Twenty-One
Maybe Krishna didn’t create the universe just like a computer, but as a computer.
~ Sanjay Patel
Dale approached a large wooden door that featured an intricately designed gargoyle face carved in the center. Set into the hardwood above the relief was an opaque window covered with iron bars. “What’s behind it?” he asked.
“Oh, nothing much if it’s like Grey Arrow, the game I mentioned,” Smith said. “Just a powerful two-headed ogre boss with a club.”
“Any weaknesses?” Dale asked.
“Not really. He’s slow but defensively skilled. To kill him you’ve got to remove both heads.”
“Okay,” Dale said. “Sounds easy. Ready?”
“Sure.”
The ogre boss was there just as Smith had described.
Dale entered the room first and moved to the right.
Smith followed and moved to the left.
The ogre followed their movements, with one head for each of them.
Locked in a cage behind the ogre was the princess in a pretty pink ruffled dress.
The beast rushed Smith first.
Dale tried to flank him, but after the giant swung at Smith, he spun his whole body around and nearly took Dale’s head off with his club.
“He’s not exactly slow!” Dale shouted. He ducked, rolled, and came up behind the ogre in another attempt to flank it.
Dale lashed out with his sword.
The beast swung its club and blocked the slice, but Smith’s blade struck home. The ogre screamed with a ferocity that hurt Dale’s ears. It went after Smith in full berserker mode.
Smash! Smash! Smash!
The club flew so fast Dale could barely see it.
Smith was only partially successful in blocking the attack, and Dale could see he was weakening.
Using the ogre’s attack as a chance to get behind him, Dale lunged at the boss and aimed a vicious blow at one of its heads.
Success!
The ogre jumped, screamed, and turned towards Dale. Blood spewed out of its severed neck while it launched another assault. Its club flew, and Dale barely dodged the strike. Wood splinters flew off the floor and hit him in the legs, dropping his HP more than he thought possible from an indirect hit. The beast swung its club at Dale and then turned and picked up its severed head.
The monster threw the bloody mess at Smith.
Smith was caught off guard by the orbiting gore, and it hit his leg. He screamed because the disembodied head was still capable of biting, and it clamped down on Smith’s thigh. He attempted to pry it off without success.
Smith fell to the ground, writhing and moaning in pain.
Dale lunged.
He struck the ogre in the chest with his sword and drove the blade to the hilt. The beast batted Dale away as if he were a pesky insect.
Dale flew across the room and struck the princess’s cage.
“Thank you so much for trying.” She spoke sweetly and seductively in a sugary-sweet serenade.
“I’m not done,” Dale said emphatically.
“You have no sword. Your companion is dying, and you’ve missed the ogre’s heart,” she said. “It’s lower, near its stomach. Look out!”
Dale jumped to his feet as the ogre rushed him.
The half-decapitated boss swung its club to the ceiling and brought it down with all its strength.
Dale jumped.
The club smashed into the cage, splintering the wood and crushing steel.
Dale moved to his left.
Smith yelled, “Catch!”
Dale saw Smith’s sword flying through the air toward him, and caught it with one hand. Without losing any momentum, he sliced off the ogre’s second head with a stroke that would have hit the green on a six-hundred-yard par five championship course.
He sighed with relief at his victory.
“I’m glad that’s over.”
“Look out!” the princess shouted.
The ogre picked up its second disembodied head and cocked its arm back like it was about to throw a seventy-five-yard touchdown pass.
Smith cried out in pain, the princess screamed with fear, and a disembodied head with chomping jaws flew through the air.
Dale dropped to a knee and lifted his borrowed sword up as a front guard.
The flying head struck the sword.
The ogre’s face cleaved solidly on the sword, and both eyes glared at Dale with undiluted hatred. The stench of the monster’s saliva hung in the air like the putrid aroma from a dead rat. Dale swung the sword to the floor with all his might.
The head split in half, exposing a brain the size of a walnut, which explained a lot.
Globs of gooey fat filled the remainder of the skull cavity, but mixed with the ooze was a sizable diamond. Dale was examining the baseball-sized rock when the princess shouted. “He’s not dead yet!”
The headless beast chased Dale, swinging its club blindly. He moved out of its way, but the bloody headless monster continued randomly smashing the floor with powerful swings.
Some of them came very close to hitting Dale.
Massive amounts of blood spewed from the boss’s double neck wounds, and soon the room, as well as Dale, Smith, and the princess, were painted with sticky red goo.
“You need to stick the sword into its heart,” the princess said. “Aim for the belly.”
Dale leapt in front of the ogre between swings and plunged Smith’s sword into the monster’s abdomen. With a loud thud, it landed on the floor, dead.
Congratulations!
+1000XP
You’ve killed the Ogre Boss!
Victory Bonus Awarded to all team players!
Training mode: 100 gold bars to all players!
Hint: Two heads are better than one unless they’re attached to the same body. This is why females rule the world.
Attention: This training quest is complete. All members must return to barracks.
The celebratory dinner was excellent.
The kitchen had received Dale’s request, and he didn’t have to suffer the embarrassment of being served Peanut Butter Captain Crunch, although after the day’s performance, nobody would have teased him about it.
“Are you feeling okay, Smith?” Dale asked. They were seated together at the head of the table next to the base commander.
“Yeah, mostly. I still have a bit of a headache,” Smith answered. “But I’m well enough to eat.”
“Good. I feel bad about those who couldn’t be here.” Dale picked at his food. He wasn’t sure what to make of the death, respawn, and continuity problems that still plagued him.
“I know,” Smith said. He patted Dale on the shoulder and said, “You’re a good guy, but you need to quit overthinking everything.”
“I still say he just needs to get laid,” Tom said.
“Your answer to everything,” Galina said. “Pig.”
“Box muncher.”
“What’s that?” Sanjay asked.
“Bahen-chod,” Sanjay whispered under his breath before returning to his curry.
Dale looked at Kim, who never seemed happy. “You did good today. Thanks.”
“Back off, Corporal-boy,” Tom said. “She’s out of your league.”
Kim appeared to smile for the briefest moment, but it could have only been the way she was chewing her food.
Dale looked away, embarrassed that he might have been staring a moment too long.
“Sir,” Smith said. “Permission to speak, sir, about the injuries?”
“Granted,” the commander said. He’d sat silently through most of the meal as if he were only a figurehead, or perhaps an NPC. Nobody at the table was stupid enough to ask him what he was, so he’d been mostly ignored until Smith’s request.
“Are the dead players coming back soon, sir?” he asked.
“Respawn is working fine, son,” the officer answered. “Well, a few glitches, but this is war. You understand? Snafu, tanstaafl, and teotwawki apply, if you know what I mean.”
“Um, no. Sir?” Smith said.
The commander used chopsticks to pick up a piece of chicken. “Don’t worry, soldier. The medical professionals know what they’re doing.”
“But, sir–”
“Excellent orange chicken,” he said, bringing the chopsticks to his mouth. “Wouldn’t you say, Corporal Brown?”
The following week was family visitation week.
The EUDA headquarters’ command officers arranged a fabulous program featuring many hours of videos showing how wonderful it was to be part of such an essential voluntary program.
During the scheduled awards program, the base commander spoke. “Thank you,” he told the families. “The world is a safer place due to the service and sacrifice of your young men and women here today, who’ve passed all the required requirements that we require.”
He paused for a moment, then whispered behind the podium, “Take whoever wrote this speech out back and beat him.” Apparently, he’d not realized that his mic was still live.
He turned back to the crowd and smiled. “That is all.”
Private Smith joined Dale and the other Browns after the award ceremony.
“You boys look so handsome in your uniforms,” Mrs. Brown said.
“Thank you, Mrs. Brown,” Smith said.
“Call me Rhonda,” she said.
“He’s been trained to be polite, honey,” Earl Brown explained.
“I know,” she said. “Samuel, I wish your parents could’ve been here.”
“Your name is Samuel?” Dale asked with a grin.
“Smith to you,” Smith said. “Smith, period. It’s okay, Mrs. Brown, if you call me Samuel.”
Dale touched the ribbons newly pinned to his uniform and wondered if this whole thing wasn’t being oversold.
“Come on, boys,” Earl said. “Let’s go for ice cream. I’m sure once you ship out on assignment, you’ll be missing everyday luxuries.”
“I want chocolate,” Dale’s little brother said. “Two scoops.”
The following Monday morning, after medical evaluations, several painful injections with ominous hypodermic needles, and a stern lecture about refraining from sexual harassment, Dale and Smith found themselves sitting in the mess hall for the last time.
A new class was scheduled to start basic training the next day.
“See the recruits?” Smith asked.
“Damn. There’s so many of them,” Dale answered.
“This war could last for a long time, I guess.”
“You think so?” Dale was concerned. He wondered what an endless war would look like.
Ërin: Merely study American politics.
“Wars always last longer than expected,” Smith said.
“Hey, Brown!” A soldier wearing captain’s insignia interrupted their conversation. He sat down next to Smith, but he looked at Dale. “You remember me?”
Dale: Ërin?
Ërin: Not in my database.
“No,” Dale answered. “But you look familiar.”
“David Beck. We met in line at the reception center. I was telling you about the–”
“Buddy system,” Dale spat with disgust. “Yeah, I remember. You’ll be happy to know you were right.”
“It went badly, I know,” he said. “That’s sort of why I’m here.”
He looked at Smith, nodded, then returned his eyes to Dale.
“You knew about Brian?” Dale asked.
“I heard he got transferred. Serves him right, in my opinion.” He lowered his voice. “I’m in Unit Nineteen. That’s why I came to talk to you.”
“Really?” Private Smith said. “I heard Unit Nineteen was a badass assignment.”
Beck frowned at him. “Dale, do you mind if we discuss this in private?”
Dale didn’t move. He said, “Smith is a good friend. You can say what you want to say.”
“Yeah, okay,” the captain said.
Dale: Ërin, record, tag, and file this conversation. And, in the future, anything that might seem necessary, do the same.
Ërin: Done.
“I was in a briefing,” Beck said. “Another captain mentioned that a kid had turned down a position in Unit Nineteen because of a buddy agreement, and then got screwed over. When I heard who was banned, I started piecing together the story and I remembered you.”
Beck looked around the room and then brought his eyes back to Dale and smiled. “I checked out your record, Brown,” he said. “And I talked to Captain Redding. She decided I could offer you a second chance.”
“As simple as that?” Dale asked.
“Pretty much. Your record is good,” Beck answered. “You did a great job on the castle and ogre run.”
“I didn’t do that alone.” Dale pointed to Smith. “Besides him, there were a few other important players who I couldn’t have succeeded without.”
“Understood,” Beck said.
“Sounds like an interesting offer. Can I think about it?” Dale asked. “I’m tired of making rash decisions and then paying for them later.”
“By the end of the day, soldier,” Beck answered. “But it’s a great opportunity. We have alliances with many of the top guilds, crews, and tribes. There’s good pay, and the chicks dig us.”
Beck stood up and changed into an avatar.
He grew a foot taller, his hair became black and straight, and his face grew angular and smooth, accented by pointed ears. His uniform and equipment transmogrified as well.
Chainmail armor over dark-green and brown woodland-camo leather clothing covered most of his torso, and he wore knee-high boots with speckled lacing. On his back he had a shield, as well as a longbow complete with an arrow-filled quiver.
In his hand he held a wizard staff covered in gold-leafed runes and symbols.
A purple, yellow, and red tabard hung from his muscular body with an axe-wielding polar bear embroidered in the center of it.
Beck summoned an all-white spider battle pet with glowing red eyes.
Dale felt a wave of discomfort, but it passed quickly after the spider jumped on Beck’s shoulder.
Not done showing off, Beck summoned a vanity pet next. It was a rare coywolf, the North American breed that mixed timber-wolves and coyotes.
Dale felt covetous; he loved animals, especially rare ones.
The coywolf appeared to look at Dale and wink, but perhaps he imagined it.
Dale: Ërin, could you turn on identifications?
Done.
Dale read Beck’s pop-up. “Crap,” Dale whispered.
Smith looked at him and said, “You’d be nuts not to join them.”
An electric buzzing noise grew from a low hum to a loud crackling, and swirling snow appeared.
In the middle of the tornado of ice, a polar bear materialized, a black leather saddle covered with handmade runes on its back. Dale had seen similar runes before. Supposedly they were created from the blood of fallen enemies.
The great white beast roared while rearing up on its legs like a warhorse and then dropped to the ground.
Beck mounted the creature and galloped away.
With each stride, the bear’s fur showed a faint trace of tiger striping glowing with a vermilion hue.
“Wow, those are extremely rare,” Dale said.
“I think you’re crazy if you don’t do this,” Smith said. “You’ll advance faster, get better weapons, and have more opportunities for loot. And you’ll be less likely to die.”
“You think so? I wonder if I won’t end up being given riskier quests with opportunities to be killed in worse ways.”
“Maybe, but don’t be negative.” Smith said.
“What about you?” Dale asked. He looked at his new friend and thought it would be kind of shitty to lose another one so soon.
“I’ll be alright,” Smith said.
“No,” Dale said. “You should come with me.”
“I wasn’t invited.”
“Let’s bind together, and then they’ll have to take you. At least if they want me.”
“Really? You mean that?”
“Sure, you saved my life,” Dale said. “Follow me.”
The writing on the sign above the administration office was etched in a translucent metal that changed colors depending on which angle Dale viewed it.
Joint EUDA & Rhith Administration Building.
An elderly woman was behind the counter. “How can I help you this morning?”
“We’d liked to get bound together,” Dale said.
“Oh, yes. Let me see. Did you want a Nefyn service, or did you have a specific religion in mind?”
“No, nothing specific,” Dale said. “We haven’t really talked about it. Bri– I mean, Smith, do you care?”
“No,” Smith said. “Ma’am, we don’t need a ceremony.” He gave Dale a strange look.
“Sorry. I just…”
“You don’t have to explain.”
The woman tapped on a screen. “Well, boys, we have a South Pacific Islander ceremony tomorrow, complete with a luau. It’s a Kanawa specialty, roasted pig, and hula girls. Those fairies sure know how to throw a party. The last time I went to a wedding…should I put you on the reservation list?”
“No, ma’am,” Dale said. “We need to get it done now if that’s possible.”
She entered some data on the screen.
System Message: The following agreement has been proposed:
Binding between Corporal Dale Brown and Private Samuel Smith.
Active upon acceptance.
Attributes: Ability to trade and gift all soul-bound items and all mounts, weapons, pets, artifacts, and loot.
Attention: Soldiers will be guaranteed joint assignment; however, the EUDA reserves the right to limit postings to the abilities of the lowest ranked member of the partnership. Volunteer commitment will be extended to match the soldier with the most time remaining in service.
Acceptance: [Y/N]
Dale accepted.
Private Smith agreed.
They shook hands.
“Partners,” Dale said.
He led Smith to the Unit Nineteen headquarters, and they met with Captain Redding.
“Corporal Brown,” she said, “it’s nice to have you back. Who’s your friend?”
“Smith, sir. Private Smith,” Dale answered. He felt nervous. He didn’t know if he was breaking any rules by bringing Smith into Unit Nineteen headquarters.
“So, Private Smith,” she said, extending her hand, “what brings you here?”
Smith shook her hand. “I’m bound to Dale, um – Corporal Brown, sir.”
“I see.”
Redding paced. She didn’t speak again until after she’d closed her eyes and stood silently for a minute. “I’ve reviewed your record. You qualify to test; that’s all I can promise. You and Brown need to be back here tomorrow at oh five hundred. You’ll have to test together. It’s all or nothing, boys.”
She waved her hand in front of herself, as she was about to dance. With her fingers pointing upwards, twirling around, she said a chant and changed into a different avatar.
Dale pulled up her identifying pop-up and read that her race was Naphil. She was a beautiful redhead in her humant avatar, Dale thought, but as a Naphil she was exquisite.
More than just beautiful, she was magnetically seductive.
Never before had he felt so viscerally attracted to a woman.
She’d grown a few inches taller, and her clothing had changed from a standard officer’s military uniform into a tight-fitting and revealing outfit.
Her red hair was now braided into a tail that nearly touched the floor. Her arms and legs were long, slender, and had a translucent paleness to them.
Her face was perfect, like a sculpted doll, and each feature held his attention.
Eyes, perfect.
Mouth, perfect.
Teeth, smile, lips, all perfect.
It was obviously deep magic, but he didn’t care. He felt like he could look at her for a thousand years and still want more.
From her idyllic ears, which featured sparkling topaz gemstone earrings, to a throat that displayed a choker of diamonds, she epitomized goddess-like femininity.
She looked into Dale’s eyes, and Dale, looking into them, stood transfixed.
He could barely breathe.
“Come to me,” she said. “Now.”
Dale stepped towards her.
She met him, wrapped her arms around his stiff body, and pulled his face into the luscious valley of her cleavage.
“Would you die for me?” she said, stroking his head, brushing his ears with her fingers, ever so gently, and purring like a mother cat cleaning a kitten intimately with her tongue.
“Yes,” Dale answered. “Oh, God, yes.”
She released him and returned to her humant avatar. “You have a lot to learn, son.”
She looked at Private Smith. “What did you see?”
“You changed into a beautiful woman,” he said. “About my height, very slender, short black hair, brown eyes, and–”
“Enough,” she said. “I suggest you both spend time in the library tonight. I’ll grant you access to the Nagant War files. It’s time the curtain parted, boys. See you tomorrow for testing.”
She winked.
“Sir,” they said in unison.
“Sir,” Dale said, “may I ask a question?”
“Quickly,” she answered.
“The Nagant Wars?” he asked. “I’m confused about what it is.”
“Unit Nineteen, Dale. I thought they explained this,” she said. “Unit Nineteen is a military unit that engages in the Rhith Nagant Wars platform for the express purpose of protecting the planet from evil.”
“Huh?”
“It’s not a difficult concept, Corporal Brown,” she said.
“It’s only a little confusing, sir,” he said.
“You’re a soldier. Just follow orders and everything will be fine,” Redding said. “Oh, by the way, there are a few romance novels sitting there on that table. You’re welcome to borrow them to pass the time if you want.”
She left the waiting room.
Dale looked at Smith. “Black hair?”
“Yeah, why?” Smith answered. “You want one of these paperbacks?”
“Naw,” Dale said. “I’ve never found erotic literature that entertaining.”
“A shame,” Smith said. He selected the two with the best covers and placed them in his inventory.
They headed to the base library and used their new credentials to find appropriate guidebooks. They found comfortable chairs and studied. Dale was soon absorbed in reading.
Nagant Wars: Official Guide
Classified: EUDA enforces all available penalties for unauthorized use of this text.
Introduction:
When the Ningishzida discovered ISRA, interdimensional space relocation action, it plunged the known galaxies into a bitter intergalactic war…
Dale read for two hours before his eyes became too tired to focus.
“Smith?” he said.
“Huh?”
“You tired yet?”
“Just a moment,” Smith said. “Let me finish this chapter.”
When Smith looked up, Dale asked him, “How far did you get?”
“Oh, the revelation of the scars–”
“Huh?” Dale looked at him strangely. “What are you talking–”
“The heroine, she was abandoned by her parents when she was just a child. She grew up in a string of foster homes and orphanages–”
“What are you–”
“Let me finish! The heroine is gifted in astrophysics, so she gets an apprenticeship on this ship–”
“Hold it!” Dale shouted. “What are you talking about?”
“The romance,” Smith said. “What are you talking about?”
“The Nagant War’s official manuals and guides.”
“Oh,” Smith said. “That shit bored me to death after about a minute. If there’s something important, I’m sure you can fill me in.”
“I-I guess so,” Dale said. “I mean–”
“Hey, that’s what friends are for, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, of course…”
“You want to hear this weightless sex scene? I mean, it’s super artistic and creative–”
“No.” Dale frowned. “I’m sure I don’t want some dude reading porn to me in the library.”
“Suit yourself,” Smith said, walking away. “I’ll be in my bunk.”
The next morning, Sergeant Dyfrig, the lizard-man Dale had met on the day he was introduced to Unit Nineteen, was waiting for them in the front office.
“Good morning, gentlemen,” Dyfrig said. “Are you ready for a hard and painful day?”
“Ummm,” Dale said.
“Is pain at one hundred percent?” Smith asked. He sounded as worried as Dale felt.
“Sorry, guys. Dems the rules.” The reptile-man brought his tail around and hit Dale in the shoulder. “Don’t worry, death is highly unlikely.”
“Great,” Dale said.
“I heard what happened, Brown. That problem’s been patched. There’s no level ten shit in this trial. I’ve read your performance reviews; you two will ace this thing.”
“Okay, Sergeant,” Dale said. “But you don’t know how bad that thing hurt.”
“Don’t assume things, Brown. Makes you look ignorant. You don’t know me. I’ve suffered things you can’t imagine,” the reptile said. “Let’s move out and I’ll explain the objectives as we go. And don’t forget, the pain isn’t exactly like pain necessarily, I mean, sure, it hurts, but still…if it were real, nobody would play.”
They followed Dyfrig out of the office to a big training field. Dyfrig pointed to a stable of warhorses. “You guys go pick mounts. Those are guild owned. You can claim any of them for a day.”
He snapped his fingers.
In a mist of sparkling light, a giraffe appeared. Adorned with bronze armor, it shook its head, stomped its feet, and turned to lick Dyfrig’s face with an extremely long purple tongue.
“You pick first,” Smith said.
“What?”
“I said you pick first.”
“Pick what?” Dale asked.
“A mount.”
“Oh, sorry,” Dale said. “I was just thinking about this paranormal fantasy I read once.”
“Pay attention. We’ve got a dungeon–”
“Quest. I know,” Dale said.
“If you start finishing my–”
“Sentences?”
“Yeah,” Smith said, “I might go back to–”
“Sorry,” Dale said. “Did you see the tongue on that–”
“Goddammit, pick a mount!”
Dale looked into the stable. There were six warhorses: two all black, two all white, a chestnut, and one that was dark green and looked as if it was half-buffalo and half-wildebeest.
Dale picked the hybrid.
He loved strange creatures.
The mount presented itself equipped with an all-black leather saddle covered in silver runes. When he climbed into the saddle, the beast reared, snorted, and stomped.
Smith picked an all-black warhorse. “A brother’s got to represent,” he said as the beast shook its mane.
The pair followed Dyfrig to the entrance of the dungeon.
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Shall we have more death?
~ Algrothist
“Okay, boys,” Dyfrig said when they reached the staging area outside the dungeon.
Giant bronze doors, at least twenty meters tall, stood in front of them like ominous signs of impending doom.
“This instance is a standard dungeon raid, but it’s calibrated for three soldiers, meaning it’s going to be harder for you to clear. Which, of course, is the point of this exercise. If you survive, you’re in. If not, well, you’re out, and you’ll respawn, go back to your old assignments, and everyone will call it a day. Any questions?”
“Gear?”
“Your equipment will be the same as in the ogre trial – good job on that, by the way. The only extra difficulty here is that the mobs will come at you as if you were a raiding party of three instead of two. It’s not going to be easy, but I have faith.”
“Sergeant Dyfrig, can I ask a question?” Smith said.
“Fire away.”
“Your race?”
“You guys haven’t gone through race, guild, and class introduction yet?”
“Nope.”
“I told him to study,” Dale said. “He was too into–”
“Hey!” Smith interrupted. “I don’t talk about your obsession with–”
“I’m a Ningishzida. Your species call us lizard-people or reptile-men. Our actual race – I mean – what I am at home…well, humans don’t have an actual translation of that word. It’s something you can’t pronounce.”
“I’m confused again,” Dale said.
“Worry about the dungeon, Dale,” the sergeant said. “If you pass, I’ll explain what I know. We ship out in less than two weeks.”
“What happens in two weeks?” Smith asked.
“The official start of the Nagant Wars, of course,” Dyfrig answered.
“What?” Dale asked.
“Hey, girls!” someone familiar shouted. “Look who’s here!”
Tom, Galina, Kim, and Sanjay rode up on warhorse mounts. “You two testing for Unit Nineteen?” Tom asked.
“How’d you know?” Smith asked.
“We didn’t get invited here for a barbecue,” Tom replied. “We’ve got a run, too. Who wants to bet?”
“Hi, Kim,” Dale said.
“You’re getting too bold, Corporal-boy,” the Russian said. “She’s with me.”
“Hi, Dale,” Kim said. “I’m testing with Tom.”
Dale looked at Sanjay.
“Yes,” Galina said. “I asked him to partner with me. He’s the only gentleman here.”
“Gentleman in Russia is only hibernating bear,” Tom said.
“Alrighty, then…” Dyfrig punched a code into a wall-mounted keypad. The large double doors to the dungeon opened.
“Good luck, boys,” Tom said. “We’ll be seeing you.”
Dale and Smith entered a long dark tunnel.
The doors shut behind them.
The walls were moss-covered stone adorned with demonic symbols.
They walked to the end of the passageway, entered a round stone-floored elevator, and rose up a long shaft. “This is so World of Warcraft,” Dale said.
“Never played,” Smith said.
“What the hell?”
“I never got into the old-school stuff,” Smith said. “I started out with Vicious Gods of Destruction and Pain.”
“I loved–”
Dale was interrupted by screaming.
They passed iron-barred cages holding tortured beasts: elves, dwarfs, emaciated orcs, gnomes, sprites, brownies, and bizarre creatures that Dale didn’t recognize. The imprisoned beings screeched, wailed, and begged, mostly for water and food, but a big-busted witch asked them if they’d like a prison reach-around through the bars.
“No,” Smith said. “But thanks for asking.”
“Go back,” another creature screeched. “There is no hope!”
Dale shuddered.
The elevator stopped above ground in an ancient gladiator coliseum. The stands were filled with rowdy spectators from every fantasy race Dale could recall. A creature shouted from a podium, “We have new victims! Place your blood wagers!”
The monster was reddish brown, as tall as two men. It had massive muscles, spiked armbands, a breastplate with a dragon’s skeleton etched into a tarnished bronze face, and two sharp horns on its head. “I am Algrothist, Dragon Slayer, Slaughterer of the Wood Meadow Clan, and Keeper of Demon Legions. I will enjoy and profit from your deaths!”
Then, with a horrific scream, the gates below him opened.
Six beasts entered the coliseum and the gate shut behind them.
Ërin: Dale, avoid the gated pit to the south. It contains a flesh-eating demon with octopus arms.
Dale: You can help me here?
Only with things that are common knowledge. I’ll speak up if there’s something I can assist you with; otherwise, concentrate. You can do this.
Yeah, thanks.
The beasts were similar in size to the wolf-hyena creatures from the Mount Dog mission. They appeared to be an evil combination of a razorback hog and armadillo. They had long tails with a knobby ball on the end of it. Sharp, curved tusks protruded from their lower jaws, and pointy fangs stuck down from their snouts.
They screamed with a bloodcurdling screech, and all their teeth showed in a prophetic depiction of agonizing death.
“Ten to one against,” Algrothist declared. His voice changed to a chilling hiss. “Place your wagers now! Betting closes in one minute.”
Precisely sixty seconds later a bell sounded, and the first three beasts charged them.
Dale dashed to the right, and Smith slid to the left.
Dale ran straight at his target, jumped into the air, spun, and brought his sword down onto the beast’s back, splitting it open. Blood sprayed everywhere.
He dropped back into a defensive posture while Smith stabbed one of the others. The third beast turned, moved towards Dale, but then stopped at the corpse of the creature Dale had killed.
Ërin: Those are cannibalistic razordillos. Very nasty things that eat their dead and grow in strength. That’s why your first kill was so easy. It was sacrificing itself to help the others grow.
The razordillo ate the body of its fallen ally and then shook its head and sprayed blood and gore as it grew in size and power. It lifted its eyes to Dale and charged.
Dale jumped out of its path and sprinted toward Smith.
“These things eat their dead,” he said.
“I saw,” Smith replied. “We have to chop the dead ones into seventy-seven pieces to render them worthless to the living mobs.”
“Who thought up this disgusting shit?”
He lashed out with his sword at the returning razordillo. The beasts were fast, but they couldn’t turn and change course quickly. If successfully dodged, their momentum carried them beyond their intended target.
They worked together to hack the dead beast that Smith had killed into little pieces. A ghostly HP bar appeared above the corpse, and it finally hit zero.
+300XP
Razordillo killed!
They turned to face the third creature. As it charged, its three companions, which had been waiting in the wings, also moved toward them.
“Crap,” Dale said. “There’s four attacking. I’ll tag the two I’m going to concentrate on killing.”
He placed a Jolly Roger symbol on two of the animals, taking the double-sized one for himself.
Smith picked up something long and sharp from the sand. “They drop a razor-rib sword, a onetime –”
“Gotcha. Look out,” Dale snapped.
He ran toward the wall of the coliseum. When he reached the edge of the arena, he used the sharp spike protrusions that extended from the wall as footholds to climb. As he ascended, the beast chasing him ran into the wall. Dale jumped, twisting his body in the air, and landed behind it. He struck it with a swift blow to its rear.
Dale next ran to Smith and helped him attack a lone mob. They both landed violent blows, which sent it to the ground. Before they could finish off its ghost, the other razordillos joined forces and charged them. Dale and Smith were forced to scatter, which allowed the living beasts to eat the fresh kill and grow in strength.
“This is crazy,” Dale said.
There were still three enemies, but two of them had doubled in size.
“We need to isolate the smaller one,” Smith said, “and we need to destroy its body before the other fuckers gain even more strength.”
“I’ll try to draw the two bigger ones away,” Dale said. He rushed them with a flurry of running legs and stabbing blades and managed to poke one in the face with his sword.
Then he ran.
The creature chased him toward the demon pit.
Dale juked like a sports star evading a tackle. The razordillo tried to stop before it hit the iron bars over the demon pit.
It failed.
The creature’s death screams filled the stadium with an ear-piercing shriek as the pit demon consumed it.
“Only two left!” Dale shouted.
The rest of the fight was less complicated, and they were able to finish off the remaining two razordillos without much difficulty. Dale chopped one to bits while Smith hacked up the other.
Dale retrieved the razor-rib sword that had dropped when he killed the mob and placed it in his inventory.
Algrothist laughed so hard the ground shook. “Well done, you filthy scum!” he shouted. Then he turned to the crowd. “Pay and settle your bets; then make new ones! The next round starts in five minutes, you disgusting and degenerate gamblers!”
A fat blue humanoid with a turban flew down from the stands on a magic carpet. He stopped in front of Dale and Smith. “Would you like to place bets, gentlemen?” the creature asked. He smiled and laughed deeply. “The next round is twenty-to-one against you.”
Dale: Ërin?
Ërin: Yes, Dale, you can bet gold and win a bunch of money. Of course, you can lose, too.
Can you tell me what you think of the odds being offered?
It seems you’re a bit underpriced. I’d put your chances at one in fifteen.
Crap.
It’s not so bad; you’ve been doing well.
How’s the betting work?
Tell the Sihir what you want to bet, it’s that simple.
Sihir?
It’s a genie-like race. If you capture one, it’ll give you a wish, but so far, there have been no reports of one being caught.
Dale checked his inventory and said, “I’ll bet one hundred gold bars.”
System Message: You have placed a wager with [Aldarstain] [Three-bet Raiders] of the [Plutus Guild].
Terms: You have bet 100 gold bars on you and Private Smith clearing the next round at 20 to 1 odds.
The wager was auto-accepted on your voice command, for transaction details see [here].
Algrothist shouted with a similar sound as the razordillos made when they died. “Prepare for battle! Prepare to bleed! Prepare to die! Five, four, three, two, one!”
The arena gate opened.
A group of battle-mount ostriches entered the coliseum. There were four of them, and each was mounted by a creature that looked like a demonic goblinoid fairy combined with a hideous elf.
Dale: Ërin?
Ërin: The ostriches are tanking battle pets. In close quarters they can directly attack, but their primary role is taking damage and distracting you. The creatures riding them are called Hiisi. I don’t have access to their specs. You’re going to have to study this stuff!
Thanks. Any information I can actually use here?
There’s a gate behind you that is opening; I’d suggest taking into account the monstrous rhino that’s about to be unleashed in the arena, undoubtedly with plans to squash you.
Dale turned around, and sure enough, a rhino was storming out of the gate directly at Smith.
“Smith!” Dale shouted. “Behind you! Distract the rhino. I’ll head off the hi– the demon-goblin thingies.”
Hiisi.
Got it.
Dale ran at the first ostrich mount, holding his shield and sword. At the last moment, he slid like a baseball player stealing second and hacked off the bird’s legs. It screamed, threw its rider, and rolled into a ball that ended up right in front of the charging rhino, which squashed it into a pancake of feathers and blood.
The other three mounts overshot Dale.
They scattered to avoid the rampaging rhino. Smith ran behind it, and Dale wondered what his partner was doing chasing after the monster instead of being chased.
The dismounted Hiisi charged Dale with an outstretched sword, and he fought against the mob with reckless abandon until it fell. Not wanting to take the chance that Hiisi could respawn on the field or resurrect as zombies or ghosts, he picked up the corpse and threw it into the demon pit.
An outstretched tentacle grabbed the creature and pulled it through the bars.
Dale looked for the next opponent.
Another creature was racing toward him, so he took a defensive stance against the lone attacker. The Hiisi had split up; the other two chased Smith, who was still pursuing the rhino.
“What the hell?” Dale said.
Dale lifted his sword and braced his body for the charge.
Aiming for center mass, he swung.
The Hiisi dodged the brunt of his attack, stabbed Dale, and fell from its mount. It was injured, but not mortally.
“Aww! My f-ing damn! God!” Dale cried in agony.
He dropped to a knee.
His left shoulder burned as if a red-hot fire poker had gouged it, and the Hiisi weapon was still protruding from his body. He grabbed the end of the spear-like goblin sword and threw it to the ground. His shoulder bled, but even in excruciating pain he had the presence of mind to look up and see the battle pet about to strike. He turned his body, and the incoming beak struck his shield. He spun and brought his sword down on the ostrich – a dead center hit – but still, the mount was not dead even though it had received significant damage.
Instantly its HP returned to one hundred percent.
An enemy’s healing spell had been cast on it.
“Dammit,” Dale sputtered. “This keeps getting better and better.”
He turned around and realized that the Hiisi he’d knocked from the saddle was still casting healing at its mount in spite of its injuries. Dale rushed the creature, pulled out the razor-rib sword, and managed to chop the Hiisi in half. It dropped loot.
A tempting stack of gold bars.
He thought about picking them up for a fraction of a second, but Dale remembered the disastrous consequences of grabbing for loot in the middle of a battle.
The ostrich mount-turned-attacking-battle-pet was about to strike.
With his left hand, Dale swung the razor-rib sword and vaporized the flightless bird. The sword crumbled to dust.
The demons, dwarfs, elves, witches, and other strange creatures in the stands cheered, jeered, and yelled obscenities.
Empty mugs flew onto the sand.
Cheers continued for Dale and Smith as it appeared they might win. Apparently there were more than a few who had taken the long-shot wager on them doing so.
Dale felt a renewed sense of courage and hope; Demons were usually competent gamblers.
He retrieved a healing potion from this inventory and restored his HP. With his health at one hundred percent and the pain gone from his shoulder, he looked for Smith.
His friend was riding the rhino.
He climbed a set of spikes in the coliseum wall. “Smith!”
“Dale, hold there. I’ll pick you up!” Smith yelled back.
He’d somehow figured out how to control the direction of the galloping beast. It came charging along the wall, breaking off the deadly spikes as it went.
Bricks and rocks broke away as it tore out the defensive protrusions, creating dust and chaos and inciting the crowd to throw mugs and bottles at the beast’s head.
Dale jumped on its back behind Smith.
“I had a onetime charm for controlling any mount,” Smith said. “Something I earned in a Nojus guild quest.”
“Dude, why didn’t you–”
“No time to explain. Look out!”
The ostriches were closing in on their position.
The mounted Hiisi split apart, one coming up each side of the rhino.
They held their swords high, ready to strike.
Dale retrieved his throwing knives.
He aimed and threw.
The ostrich jumped and the knife went wide.
“Can you steer this thing and charge them?” Dale asked.
“I can try,” Smith answered. “But those damn ostriches are fast.” He directed the rhino to turn toward the center of the arena.
Dale battled with one of the Hiisi while Smith fought off the second one in a spectacular mounted sword fight that drew cheers from the gamblers.
“We need to think of something before they wear us out.”
“I’m trying!” Smith answered.
“Transfer your razor-rib sword to me,” Dale said.
Smith did, and Dale, now with one sword in each hand, leapt off the rhino’s back.
The Hiisi, which hadn’t anticipated a flying, double-sword attack, tried to defend itself, but it was too late. The razor-rib sword delivered a one-hit kill, and Dale found himself mounted on the dead enemy’s ostrich. Riding towards the last Hiisi in the arena, he quickly pinned it between Smith and himself, and they dispatched it with ease.
Some of the crowd cheered, some booed.
“Gamblers,” Dale said.
Partially filled mugs of mead and beer flew out of the stands, and one hit Dale in the head and splattered smelly amber liquid all over him.
Smith laughed. “It’s better than blood.”
“Smells like dwarf piss,” Dale answered.
“How the hell do you know what dwarf piss smells like?”
Before Dale could find a witty retort, the rhino was struck with an electric-blue lightning bolt from the stands. Algrothist, who’d fired the shot, yelled in a battle scream, “No more animal charms, you sneaky bastards.”
He downed a drink and tossed the mug into the arena.
“A new betting round is now open. The two survivors against the rhino. The odds are even money!” he shouted.
“Will this ever end?” Dale asked.
“I guess if we kill the rhino?”
“Prepare to be squashed!” Algrothist roared.
The rhino stopped running.
It reared up like a warhorse and threw Smith to the ground. Then it charged towards Algrothist and rammed its horn into the wall. The coliseum shook from the blow, while the rhino grunted and fought to remove its horn, which was firmly implanted into the stone and mortar.
“You stupid beast, attack them!” Algrothist blared, shaking his fists. “Even money bets! Even money bets! Place your wagers, you gambling fools!”
One of the blue creatures floated down and spoke into Algrothist’s ear. He smiled, laughed, and then announced a three-minute break to keep the wagering open.
Dale helped Smith to his feet. “You need a healing charm or anything?”
“No, thanks, I’m good,” Smith answered. “I guess we have a slight reprieve so the house can collect more bets.”
“Everyone has to make a living,” Dale said. “Let’s eat a quick feast since we have a couple of minutes to kill.”
He spread a battlefield feast, and they dug in.
Feast consumed!
+20% Buff against horned attacks for five minutes.
Hint: Rhinos are nearly blind, but they have good hearing. They also taste good when prepared with barbecue sauce.
“Suggestions?” Dale asked when the countdown to restart the battle drew close.
“Rhinos are close to indestructible,” Smith answered. “I mean, two guys with swords against that thing? We’re in deep shit. I wonder if we can bet against ourselves and at least collect some gold.”
“I’m sure that’s against the rules.”
Dale: Ërin?
Ërin: I can’t help you, but good luck.
Crap.
Dale bit his lip and put his mind into overdrive. “I have an idea.”
“And?”
“Follow me.”
Dale ran to the edge of the demon pit.
The hungry creature trapped there had eight tentacle arms, fangs as big as Dale’s legs, and bloodshot eyes the size of his shield. An appalling stench that smelled like a sewer mixed with a slaughterhouse rose from the pit.
Dale’s eyes watered, and Smith nearly retched.
“What’s your great idea?” Smith asked, gagging on his words.
“Smarts over strength,” Dale answered.
“Show me the light.”
Dale dropped to a knee and said, “Climb on my shoulders.”
Smith followed his instructions.
Dale stood.
“Now, wave your arms around,” Dale commanded. “And shout curses at the dumb beast.”
Dale kept his feet firmly planted as Smith waved his arms around to attract the rhino’s attention.
The beast shook its head, stamped its feet, and charged.
“Hold steady. Don’t jump,” Dale said, while managing to stand close to the demon pit without falling in. “When it’s about to ram us, you jump left, and I’ll jump right.”
“That’s your plan?” Smith asked.
The rhino ran at a full-speed charge, swinging its head from side to side, causing the ground to vibrate. As it got closer, the tremors grew more violent, and the cheers from the crowd rose in anticipation of the coming carnage.
Dale thought they’d probably plunge into the demon pit with the beast, but he stuck to his plan and shoved Smith out of the charging creature’s path before leaping in the other direction.
The rhino slammed its feet into the ground, attempting to stop, but its momentum carried it to the edge. It teetered over the bars of the pit, and a tentacle reached up and wrapped around its curved horn.
The demon swiftly followed with two more tentacles, wrapping up the rhino’s front legs.
The rhino shook its head, snorted, and stamped its feet.
The demon tugged.
“Quick!” Dale shouted. “Follow my lead.”
He retrieved his sword and lifted it above his head in a two-handed grip. Smith followed him, and they plunged their swords into the rhino’s ass.
The beleaguered giant grunted, moaned, and snorted as it was forced over the pit. More tentacles reached through the bars, and the demon soon had the entire rhino wrapped up in all of its squirming suction-cupped arms.
Dale and Smith gave a final shove.
The rhino burst into bloody pieces as gravity, two swords, and a hungry demon worked against it to force it through the bars. Gore covered Dale and Smith as the sound of snapping bones echoed off the arena’s walls.
The crowd went insane.
They cheered, booed, taunted, mocked, and threw things in a deafening display of love and hate.
“Quiet!” Algrothist shouted. “Be quiet! These two scum, in their puny humant-avatars, have proven worthy opponents. Settle your bets! Pay your debts! Feed the battle pets! Shall we have more death?”
The crowd cheered. “Let’s!”
Algrothist held up a creature that looked a bit like a cute Disney animal and bit off its head. With his mouth full, he commanded, “Prepare the arena for the next set of victims!”
The blue-skinned Sihir appeared in front of Dale and transferred Dale’s winnings – two thousand bars of gold – and then disappeared in a shimmering purple mist.
A yellow beam of light appeared from the sky.
“Let’s go,” Smith said. “That’s our ride.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
Just because my children didn’t enlist in the infantry doesn’t mean they aren’t patriots.
~ General Dennison
Once qualifying rounds had been completed, the military scheduled a ceremony in the Great Hall of Feasting. It was Dale’s first real experience of how big the ramp-up to war had become. The hall was enormous, as big as the Rhith Center in downtown Cincinnati, and Dale guessed there were at least a hundred thousand people present.
“Attention! Quiet, please!” a loud voice boomed throughout the arena.
Everyone quit talking.
A beam of light shined onto the podium, where a colonel stood.
He approached the microphone and spoke. “It’s my great pleasure to introduce General Dennison, commander of the Western Forces Division of the Earth United Defense Army. Please join me in giving a warm welcome to General Dennison.”
The hall erupted with applause.
The general cleared his throat. “Thank you. Please take your seats.” He read a prepared speech. “War is not easy, and never fun. War is sacrifice.”
He cleared his throat again and looked up from his notes. “War is hell, as they say, but it’s also necessary. In the evolution of every species there comes a time when territories are claimed, resources are defended, gods are invented, and war becomes inevitable. Today is no different.”
Returning to his notes, he continued speaking. “The potential conflict we’re facing is massive. But I don’t want you to think of it in those terms. Frankly, it’s not relevant whether a war is between two small city-states, two world powers, or even two planetary systems. It doesn’t matter if a war is intergalactic or between tribes, troops, platoons, armies, or nations.”
Dale thought the speech sounded like trite propaganda, but then again he didn’t know all the supersecret stuff the leaders and politicians obviously knew.
Perhaps his cynicism was misplaced.
“What matters is that soldiers fight for their families and their friends – for their small tribe, if you will – the people they love and care about. You, too, will battle for the buddy at your side.”
Dale considered Smith and figured the analogy fair enough.
“Fight,” the general read from his notes. “Kill and destroy. Do your duty. Fight for your buddy. Fight for your future. I honor you, soldiers. I honor those of you who will die. I honor those of you who will become heroes. We have no room for cowardice, and I curse any who would betray their own.”
The crowd cheered.
“Tomorrow you may die, so tonight, you celebrate!” He raised a mug into the air, and the crowd screamed in a frenzy of bloodlust and desire.
Dale had never heard such deafening applause.
His heart pounded, and he felt a sense of pride and accomplishment. On reflection, he realized he might be cheering for his death, and he paused.
What the hell.
He decided that he was okay with it.
No matter what, he’d never be a coward.
A short time later, he and Smith walked across the stage, and the general handed them their acceptance papers granting them admission into Unit Nineteen and all the associated guilds and unions.
Appearing with them were Kim, Tom, Sanjay, and Galina, all of whom had also cleared the dungeon and been accepted into the prestigious Unit Nineteen.
Later in the evening, the event turned into a festive party.
“Congratulations, soldiers,” Captain Redding said to the group.
“Thank you,” Dale responded, and she winked at him.
The drinking and partying continued.
Near midnight, Redding pulled Dale into the garden courtyard.
A bright moon hung in the sky.
“Watch me,” she whispered, and then twirled in a circle like a figure skater. A purplish sparkling mist surrounded her as she transformed.
Dale was mesmerized, and the entire world seemed to disappear. Either Captain Redding was the only thing that existed, or he was going crazy.
He decided he didn’t care.
She approached him.
Her long braided red hair hung over her shoulder and still nearly touched the ground.
She wore a tight miniskirt and a low-cut top that displayed most of her breasts, which sparkled with glitter. The aroma of her perfume, and perhaps a lust-producing pheromone, filtered into Dale’s senses, and he surrendered the last of his mind.
He couldn’t take his eyes off her body as she writhed in an erotic dance. Mist swirled around her, and Dale stepped closer.
“Dale,” she whispered, “look into my eyes.”
He did.
“Congratulations on becoming one of us,” she said softly into his ear, her lips brushing his skin.
“Thank you,” he managed, sputtering like an anxious teen.
She pulled him into an embrace.
Dale shuddered, then froze.
She placed her lips on his.
He didn’t know what to do, but she led him along like a lamb to the slaughter.
Losing control overwhelmed him. It was as if he’d fallen over a cliff.
It was a glorious kiss, sensual, consuming, soft, hard, wet, and promising.
He lost track of time.
In his dreamlike state, he wished he could stay forever.
A little while later, after she’d led him down a path that he had never traveled before, when he was conscious of reality once again, she whispered in his ear, “Would you die for me?”
Her voice was sultry and powerful.
“Yes,” he answered. “Without hesitation.”
 
The next morning at chow, Dale sat with Smith, Sergeant Dyfrig, and a few other new members of Unit Nineteen.
Dyfrig ate live grubs. “You guys want to try one?”
“No, thanks,” Dale answered.
“I’ll pass,” Smith said, sliding a bit farther down the bench away from the lizard.
Dyfrig held up one of the fat wiggling insects and waved it in front of Smith’s face. “You sure?”
Smith ignored him.
Dale took a bite out of his tuna sandwich. “I’ll stick to things that are already dead.”
“Like bacteria,” Dyfrig said, making a face. “I can smell that dead fish from here.”
“No,” Tom said, “that’s–”
“Fuck you,” Galina said. “You go too far sometimes.”
“Agreed,” Dyfrig said. “Tom, bring it down a notch.”
Tom nodded his head in acknowledgment and went back to his lunch.
Sanjay smiled. “I like tuna.”
Dale took another bite. “It’s fresh. I mean, it’s cooked, but it’s not like I’m a vulture.”
“Never mind,” Smith said. “Let’s talk about classes instead of eating habits. I think Dale needs to concentrate on the choices he’s got to make going forward.”
“I’m going to enter Nojus,” Dale said. “I mean, that’s my whole life, well, before the war. I’m an animal skeleton designer. I love animals. So for sure I’m going Nojus, but I don’t know which race I want to pick for my professional avatar. There’s a lot to consider.”
“You should be a lizard,” Dyfrig said. He put another grub on the table and snapped it up in his jaws. He swallowed it without chewing.
“I don’t know,” Dale said. “I do like your avatar, but there are so many to choose from.”
“You should be a Nagintia,” Smith teased. “You could get an ostrich mount.”
“No, thanks. Too gobliny for my taste. I don’t want to be a goblin, a dwarf, or an undead creature. I like the cats, bats, and even the vampiric race.”
“The Mugrons?” Dyfrig asked. “Really? They’re ugly, but I guess deadly. What about the Sidheagin?”
“What’s that?” Dale asked. He wished he’d studied better, but recalling Smith’s advice, he figured he’d learn the factoids as they progressed.
“It’s close to what you’d call a werewolf. When they level up, they can devour enemies like crazy. But nasty and ugly beasts, and nobody really likes them, from what I’ve heard,” Dyfrig claimed.
They turned at the sound of a massive growl.
A sizable wolflike creature appeared in the midst of smoke and fire. It carried a tall ebony staff capped in feathers. It wore a belt made of small silver skulls, on which hung a broadsword. Its fur was nearly black, reminiscent of a gorilla, and its mouth opened to expose large fangs. It wore a crown of bones on its head, and a necklace with a moon medallion hung from its neck.
“Nobody likes us?” it growled in a deep voice. It moved a step closer. “The Ningishzidas are responsible for this war. The Ningishzidas are untrustworthy, and they’re a filthy, belly-crawling, undeveloped race. Look at him, eating bugs like an animal.”
“Sorry, friend. I meant no disrespect,” Dyfrig said.
“No disrespect!” The Sidheagin moved a step closer. “If I could challenge you to the pit, I would.”
After speaking, the beast returned to its humant-avatar. The wolflike avatar belonged to a female. Dale thought she was hot. He looked back to Dyfrig, then at the woman, then back at the reptile. “What do people mean when they say the lizards started the war?” Dale asked.
“It’s complicated,” Dyfrig answered. “But there are those who think my race triggered the hostilities and that–”
“So, hold on,” Dale said. “People blame you? But I don’t even understand what you are.”
“I’m part of a different race, Dale. That’s about the sum of it.” Dyfrig ate another grub and then looked into Dale’s eyes.
“What other races are there?” Dale asked.
“There’s Sigtrygg, a humanoid race that’s kind of like the dwarfs in human legends. They make excellent tanks.” Dyfrig lowered his voice. “But they can be quite nasty, and they usually smell bad.”
“That’s another race I can eliminate,” Dale said.
“You might like the Gahmkah or the Isca,” Smith offered.
“The Gahmkah are like lion-type men, right?” Dale asked.
“Yes. They’re strong and noble. You’d be great as a Gahmkah, for sure,” Smith said.
“And there’s the Isca,” Dyfrig said. “They’re more magical than other races. If you’re into that, it’s a good choice. They worship the Inca gods of your world, which some say were beings that discovered space travel before the Ningishzida.”
“Wait,” Dale said. “You’re saying the pyramids were due to an alien race showing up and humans thinking they were gods?”
“Like all the primitive religions are really based on actual events?” Smith asked.
“It’s all bullshit,” Tom said, breaking into the conversation. “Government lies.”
“Oh, well, isn’t this cute,” Galina said. “We found the one thing we agree on.”
“Oh, no,” Tom said. “We agree that you should invite me to your bed. You merely haven’t admitted this to yourself.”
“Arrogant.”
“Yes,” Tom agreed. “But I back up my claims. You’re invited to discover this anytime.”
“I don’t know,” Sanjay said, joining the conversation. “It seems likely to me that aliens came to Earth. The Hindu religion doesn’t rule this out.”
“Foolish,” Tom said.
Dale attempted to change the subject back to avatar selection. “So, Smith, what are you going to be?”
“Oh, I’m already a Sagittalian,” Smith said. “I started beta testing a while back, so I’ve had a jump on this. Anyway, I like the attributes of the race. It’s straight tanking, destroying, and marauding. My favorite things. I like to break stuff.”
“How come you never told me?” Dale asked. “You still haven’t told me why you were in the Nojus guild, or why you have so many secrets.”
Dale frowned at his friend. They’d completed all the trials in their humant-avatars, which were based upon their real human forms, only slightly enhanced.
“Sorry,” Smith said. “Part of the reason was nondisclosure agreements. I was forbidden to do certain things to give myself an advantage in trials. I trust you now, and as we go forward, I won’t have a reason to keep secrets.”
“What does a Sagittalian look like?” Dale asked.
Smith stood, took a few steps back from the lunch table, and jumped. Stomping the ground with both feet, he became a giant ape, like a gorilla without the hunched body.
He had a humanoid face, but it was covered in fur.
He wore leather and metal armor. The metal looked hand-beaten and had a copper patina to it. The symbols on his gear looked as if they were Hindu, and it seemed to Dale that there were monkey gods represented in the carvings.
Smith carried a longsword with an ivory handle, which had intricate patterns carved into it. He wore a helmet with short horns that were capped with silver spikes adorned with inlaid golden symbols. His leather bracers and other pieces of armor were covered with pointed spikes.
Smith let out a growl.
He bared his fangs, which were as big and deadly looking as the Sidheagin’s teeth.
Next, he lifted his left arm and spoke a phrase in a foreign language. A small rain cloud appeared, and then a mount materialized in the midst of the murky green water.
His mount was a zombie saber-toothed tiger with titanium fangs. Inside the parts of the visible skeleton, flashes of colored lightning flashed, casting purplish shadows to the ground.
The beast growled, showed its teeth, and walked up to Dale, who froze. But the cat only wanted to lick his face. Dale laughed while the feline’s undead tongue worked up and down.
The Sagittalian avatar spoke to the beast in a language that Dale couldn’t understand, and it curled up like a house cat at Dale’s feet. Its purring caused vibrations to shake the table.
Next, a meerkat battle pet appeared.
“Awesome pet,” Dale said.
Smith spoke again and returned to human form. The mount and pet dissolved in a flash of purple and blue light.
“Thanks. I figured you’d like him,” Smith said. “He’s more of a scout than a tank. In battles, I use a different pet. I didn’t want to summon him here because he’s nearly impossible to control. A crococonda and, well, we’ve had a few accidents.”
“What the hell is all this commotion out here?” someone shouted angrily from the other end of the room.
Dale looked up; it was Lieutenant Brinkmann. “Sir!” he said.
“Corporal Brown,” the lieutenant asked. “are you responsible for all this showing off?”
“Sorry, sir,” Smith said.
“Mounts and pets don’t belong in the mess hall. Don’t do it again. This isn’t a fucking zoo! I’m hunting for Sergeant Dyfrig.”
“Here, sir,” Dyfrig said. He stood and saluted.
“I’m assigned to the Third Platoon,” the officer said. “I’m your new LT.”
Dyfrig put his hand out. “Nice to meet you, sir.”
“Platoon,” he said, “we have a lot to go over. Our ship date is going to hit faster than you realize. I need you all in room seventeen B tomorrow at oh five hundred for a briefing.”
“Sir!” Dyfrig said. After the lieutenant left, Dyfrig told Dale to meet him in the library in an hour so he could help him study the races, guilds, and classes.
“Can Smith come as well?” Dale asked. “I’d like his opinion.”
“Up to you, Corporal,” Dyfrig said. He finished his grubs and walked off.
After the lizard-man was out of sight, the woman who used the Sidheagin avatar came to their table. She smiled. “I’m Amy.”
“Hi, I’m Dale. Dale Brown. Corporal…oh, I’m…oh…this is Sam – Private Smith. Or just Smith. Um, it’s nice to meet you,” he said. He stood to shake her hand and tripped over his feet.
“You’re both in the third?” she asked, ignoring his gaff.
“Yeah,” Dale said. “What about you?”
“Third as well. I’ll be right there watching your backs,” she answered.
“You’re an enchantress, too?” Tom asked. “You can watch my back anytime.”
“God,” Galina said. “Can you give the females of the species some breathing room?”
“I don’t mind,” Kim said. She smiled and then blushed and looked down.
“My personal guild is Druantia, yes,” Amy said. “I’m a healer when I need to be, but I mostly enjoy destroying things. May I?” she asked, pointing to the seat next to Dale.
“Of course,” he said.
They talked for forty minutes. Time went so quickly that he was surprised when Smith stood and said they had only twenty minutes before they were due in the library.
“You don’t have your race or class picked yet?” Amy asked.
“No,” he answered. “For my personal guild, I’m going with Nojus. That’s an easy decision.”
“You have your professional and personal guild picked, so it’s just race and class you have to figure out. Stay away from Ningishzida. They’re a dirty race.”
“You seem so…”
“I’m not a racist. This is different. The lizards plunged us into war, and they eat bugs. You saw that yourself. Try not to become too close to your sergeant friend. You have to follow his orders. You have to fight with him. I get that we’re in the same faction, so fine. But you don’t have to actually like him.”
“He’s not so bad–”
“Lizards lie. They’re like the Naphil, and you can’t trust them. They may pretend to like you, but when personal objectives get into their sights, they’ll run you over. Trust me on this,” she said emphatically.
“I’ll think about it,” Dale said. “Hey, I’ve got to run. I’m off to the–”
“The library, I heard. Just think about what I told you,” Amy said. “And let’s hang out again sometime.” Not waiting for an answer, she stood and walked away.
Dale caught her looking back once, briefly, with a pretty smile on her face.
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Yet even the great whales are sometimes eaten by orcas.
~ Iyam Amak
Meanwhile, on the planet Almaach…
Because every war must have two sides, and for every death, there must be one who kills, a mighty leader arrived as part of the Declanian faction.
Iyam Amak, Lord Commander of the Fourteenth Division of the Declanian Armed Forces.
“My lord,” one of several admirals said as she entered her war room in the center of a fortified castle near the shores of a vast sea.
“Commander,” the ranking admiral said, “we await your orders.”
“Prepare for the escalation of this war, Admiral,” she replied. “I suspect we’ll be here for a very long time.”
“Yes, my lord,” he said with a formal bow.
“I understand the roasted razordillo here is sweet and tender,” Amak said. She walked toward a huge picture window that offered a magnificent view of the cerulean blue ocean.
“My lord,” the admiral replied.
“Bring me a feast,” she commanded. “I’d like it raw and bloody. Served with local bread. They do make bread here, Admiral?” She glanced back at him, then returned to the view out the window. “It is gorgeous here.”
“Yes, my lord. The land is filled with beauty and betrayal, almost like being at home. The bread is excellent, and the butter is the best I’ve ever tasted.”
“Do not become weak, Admiral,” she said softly, almost as a threat. She pointed at an island with a single mountain that was tall enough to be snowcapped. “Is that direction north?”
“It is,” he answered. “Due north from where you stand.”
“You may all leave me now,” she said to the group.
The highest-ranking admiral bowed, and the others followed him to the door.
“And, Admiral,” Amak said.
“Yes, my lord?” he asked.
“My first priority is spies,” she stated. “I’ve come to believe that information…never mind, Admiral. Don’t let me bore you with my philosophy on warfare. I need forty soldiers. Dumb ones.”
“Commander?”
“Dumb ones. But arrogant. The more arrogant, the better.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Provide me with fools who believe themselves wise – we’ll be creating a team of incompetent spies.”
“Yes, Lord Commander,” the admiral said. But he didn’t move, and in a rare display of courage, he asked, “May I ask why, my lord?”
She displayed a smile for the first time that day. “What is the best way to hide the one true religion?”
“Create many false gods and cults, my lord.”
“Exactly. Find me a group of overconfident fools. Preferably religious ones, Admiral. True believers.”
“That will not be hard, my lord,” the admiral said. He smiled as well.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
Rhith Coin is to bitcoin like a Rhith Jet is to a unicycle.
~ Platus Guild President Joon Kim
Dale entered the library and found Dyfrig.
“Hey, Sergeant Dyfrig,” he said as he sat. “Can I ask you a question?”
“Sure.”
“We’re friends, right?”
“Of course,” the sergeant said.
“Do you think this war thing, whatever the government is doing, is more important than your personal objectives? I mean, like, you know, getting loot and stuff?” Dale asked.
“And maybe meeting a special–”
“Yes. I mean, I’m not a huge role player, but, still, a little RP never hurt anyone.” Dale blushed.
“Of course,” Dyfrig said. “But it’s the war, or the potential of war, that drives things. If we lose the war, what good is gold? What good is a girlfriend?”
“Are you saying that this thing could be that big?”
“Dale, you’re always trying to crack this nut. What’s wrong? I mean really…what’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” Dale stated.
“I don’t believe you,” the lizard said. “But you have to decide what to share with other people, of course. If you ever want to talk, you can ask me.”
“Thank you,” Dale said.
“Hey,” Smith said. “Sorry I’m late. What’s the plan?”
“We’re helping Dale figure out his shit,” Dyfrig said.
“Okay,” Smith said. “I’ll start explaining things; you stop me when you’ve heard enough.”
“Go,” Dale said.
“Let’s start with classes,” Smith said.
“Okay.”
“There are four categories with two classes each, for a total of eight. The main four are the opposites, magic-tech, and politics-mystery. In magic, you have the class Magisk and the class Sann. These two are opposites as well.”
Dyfrig jumped in. “Magisk specializes in spell casting, which are the destructive spells, chants, charms, and so forth. This is good for DPS, obviously. The Sann class is about enchantments, healing arts, protection charms, and healing in battles.”
“That’s right,” Smith said. “In the tech category, there are also two opposites: Thorild and Edificios. The Thorild are the warriors and soldiers and specialize in killing. The Edificios are craftsmen. They build, restore, create. Like someone that enjoys that old game…where people build stuff?”
“You mean like one of those old world-building games?” Dale asked.
“It was a world where you had to start out–”
“Minecraft,” Dyfrig said.
“Yeah, Minecraft,” Smith agreed. “You’ve seen that?”
“Sure,” Dale said. “I’ve checked out all the old games. But let’s go back to this Edificios class. Is that for people who want to build a zoo or something?”
“Yes,” Smith said. “But remember, you’re in Unit Nineteen, which gets its charter from Kartikeya, the warrior-soldier guild. They’re going to pressure you to choose Thorild because the buffs and extras you get will help with the war effort.”
“Shit,” Dale said. “There’s so much to choose from.”
“Remember, you can do everything from any avatar: tank, DPS, heal, craft, build zoos…it’s just a lot easier, or harder, depending on your race and class,” Smith said.
“I get that,” Dale said. “I just don’t want to make a dumb choice.”
“The next set of classes are the Lysanderian and the Politicos, which are opposites again. The first being the anarchist class, and the second the government class. If you want to get into guild leadership, being a Politico is helpful. If you want to be a chaos creator or an insurgent, then Lysanderian is better. The Politicos represent control; the anarchists represent freedom and liberty.”
“I’m a Lysanderian, by the way,” Dyfrig said.
“The last category is the intellectual category, with Sepehr and Rigzin,” Smith continued. “The Sepehr class is a religious class. If you pick the Isca race, you’re going to be worshipping the Inca gods, so you’ll want to consider Sepehr as your class. The Rigzin represent philosophy. They’re good at solving mysteries, which I suppose would help if you’re going to go on lore quests and want to work on overall war strategies.”
“Like whether we should even be fighting this war?” Dale asked.
“Don’t speak of such things here,” Dyfrig said. “You’ll gain unwanted attention if you start sounding like a Troth.”
Dale frowned.
“Okay, Dale,” Smith said. “Those are the eight classes you need to consider. Got it?”
“I’ll have to think on this for a bit.” Dale wasn’t sure what he wanted to do. “Maybe you can talk more about the guilds. That’ll probably help me.”
“You’re going to have to study them,” Sergeant Dyfrig said.
“I know, but maybe you and Smith can give me the basics? To, you know, get me started.”
“Alright,” Smith said. “There are twenty-one guilds. Each one supplies a certain level of help in the form of buffs, upgrades, bonuses, and other perks. I’m sure that it’s like something you’re already familiar with. The difference you have to remember is that you have a professional guild and a personal guild. Like all wars, this one has the potential to go on and on. So what you pick for your personal time is important too.”
“I’m going with Nojus for sure,” Dale said.
“I thought so. I’ll give you a recommendation if you want to join my troop,” Smith said.
“How big is it?”
“We have over six thousand.”
“That’s pretty awesome.”
“We have a co-op for our guild, every first capture of an animal is given to the guild. We have plans to build a zoo someday.”
“Awesome,” Dale said. “So, about the professional guild? Do I have to join Kartikeya?”
“Unit Nineteen is under a Kartikeya guild charter. So yes, you have to join Kartikeya unless you have some special reason not to, like you’re a skilled assassin.”
“You’ll figure this out, Dale,” Dyfrig said. “Think about the things you like to do best, then choose accordingly.”
“Easy to say…”
“It does get a little overwhelming,” Smith said. “You can join a guild that is working on weapon advancement, like Hephaestus. Or the Ymir, which is a mining guild, or the banking guild, Platus. They handle all the coin and gold transfers, for instance–”
“Wait,” Dale interrupted. “You’re not saying people can pay for victories?”
“Not at all,” Smith said. “The creators are geniuses and fair. You can only level up and get more powerful shit by earning it. That’s the only way–”
“But you can get tons of flair and cool mounts and stuff if you accumulate gold and Rhith Coins,” Dyfrig said. “Basically, it’s for chasing women. Or men. Depending on your taste.”
Smith smirked. “Lots of options.”
“Especially if you’re a Ningishzida,” Dyfrig said. “We’re hermaphrodites.”
Dale blushed. “I had this experience with Captain Redding–”
“Woo-hoo,” Smith said. He raised his hand for a high five.
Dale felt weird. “I don’t really know what happened.”
“You’d better keep quiet about it,” Dyfrig said. “She’s the captain of Bravo Company. So keep your head down.”
“Right,” Dale said.
“Let’s talk about her race, the Naphil,” Smith said. “Everyone believes they’re sneaky and untrustworthy.”
“Is that so, Private Smith?” Captain Redding asked. She’d been standing within hearing distance for their entire conversation about her.
Dale’s face reddened.
“Sir!” Smith said. He stood. “I’m just explaining basic Nagant literature. It’s in the books, sir.”
“At ease, Smith,” she said. “I’m not here to bust your balls. I’m looking for Dyfrig.”
“Yes, sir!” The reptile stood at attention.
“Sergeant, follow me. We’ve got orders to move up the launch date. Smith, Brown, get your shit in order. We ship out in three days,” she said.
“Yes, sir,” Dale and Smith replied.
“Dale, if I were you, I’d stay clear of the Naphil. Join the Sagittalian like your friend. We can always use another good tank. Or perhaps you could go full-on destruction and join the Asakku.” She laughed as she walked away.
Dyfrig followed right behind her like a pet.
After they were out of hearing range, Dale asked Smith about the Asakku.
“They’re the darkest and evilest race,” Smith answered. “Demons is what some people say. They’re scary looking. I think Captain Redding was joking.”
“I agree,” Dale said. “So what else?”
“We have twenty races–”
“What? That’s twenty races and how many guilds?”
“There are twenty-one guilds, and rumors that more are coming. So twenty-one guilds, twenty races, and eight classes.”
“That’s…”
Dale: Ërin, can you run the math?
Ërin: Three thousand three hundred and sixty combinations.
“Three thousand–”
“I got it,” Dale interrupted.
“At least your humant-avatar is just you, or at least a close approximation. Supposedly you can’t gender switch in this form. I don’t know for sure, but don’t trust anything,” Smith said.
“I hope that’s true. That woman…”
“Amy?”
“Yeah. She’s cute.”
“Be careful. The Sidheagin are similar to the Naphil. I guess those races are attracted to you; you’ve got Redding and this Amy chick chasing you. Lucky guy.”
“Or unlucky,” Dale said, sighing with frustration.
“Yes,” Smith agreed. “Or very unlucky.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
I prefer the term NCP, Non Corporeal Player.
~ First Sergeant Kuzmin
The intergalactic-class MTTS Jabez, a massive troop transport ship, was housed in a highly classified, extra-super-top-secret EUDA Joint Forces Air Force base somewhere in the middle of Ohio.
Only a handful of people on the planet knew of its existence or what it was capable of doing.
Dale had never seen such a large craft in his entire life. It seemed twice as big as an aircraft carrier from the now-defunct United States Navy.
Dale stood in line with the rest of his company, each waiting their turn to enter the ship.
Captain Redding and the other officers stood at the head of the line. They talked in whispers.
Dale waited with the Third Platoon. Brinkmann was their platoon leader; Dyfrig, the platoon sergeant.
“I could eat an entire pizza,” Tom said.
“I’m sure you could eat an entire Hawaiian style,” Galina said. “But wouldn’t that be cannibalism?”
“You two need to just have sex and get it over with,” Rikuto, a Japanese soldier who was usually quiet, said.
Sanjay looked at Tom and then Galina. “Damn,” he said.
“You wish you had his balls,” Tom said. “But you don’t, so shut up.”
“Awww,” Kim said. She winked at Dale, then turned to Tom. “Sanjay’s a nice guy. Don’t be so hard on him.”
“Da,” he said.
“So he can be taught,” Galina said in surprise.
“Aren’t we one big happy family?” Smith said.
“Indeed,” Amy agreed. She was usually pretty quiet herself, but the long line had made everyone irritable.
“What’s your name?” a young woman named Emi asked a small shy Chinese woman who hadn’t said a word.
“Yingtai Tong,” she answered.
“I’m Emi.”
“I’m hungry,” Tom said, “maybe–”
“Feast time!” Captain Redding announced. She spread a table from her own supply and invited everyone. When Dale reached to pull the thigh off a roasted pheasant, her hand brushed against his. She lingered, and he looked at her. She winked, and he blushed.
After the feast, everyone was given a potion to ward off motion sickness at launch. When Dale drank, he felt a sharp pain in his arm. He yelped.
Once aboard, each soldier had a private pod, which contained a secure container for personal items, a Bed of Deep Sleep, and an interface that allowed connection into the ship intranet while in flight, as well as the internet while docked on Earth.
Dale checked his personal email. He wrote a short letter to his parents, letting them know he was doing okay and that he’d be off-world for an unknown amount of time. “Don’t worry, Mom,” he said out loud while he typed the words.
He typed I love you, mouthing the words silently.
Then he accessed the intranet and saw that he already had dozens of messages.
Welcome to the MTTS Jabez intranet.
Please fill in the following form and provide a retinal scan.
Note: For initial log-in, you must supply a blood sample.
Attention: All professional avatars, mounts, and pets are strictly forbidden on all decks except Alpha & Charlie decks.
Dale: Ërin, can you auto-fill this information?
Ërin: Yes, except you must present your eye for scanning.
Dale: Okay. What can you access while on board?
Ërin: Only the same information that’s available to you.
A message popped up.
Attention: Your log-in was successful.
You have 37 new messages.
Dale selected his inbox and saw that he had dozens of announcements, updates, and a couple of personal emails.
Subject: Hi
To: Brown, Dale
From: Cassandraler, Nancy
Hello Dale,
I’m new to your company, and I wanted to say hello. I’m in the Charlie Company, under Captain Aquino, who kind of scares me. How’s Captain Redding?
Well, I’d like to hang out if you’re down.
Dale deleted the message without responding. He hated cold emails from people trying to hook up. He wondered who she was, and then thought maybe she might end up being some hot chick, so he took the email out of the trash, but didn’t respond.
He saw an email from Smith, so he opened that next.
Subject: Can you believe this ship?
Dude, this place is freaking crazy. They’re showing a Star Wars marathon in the Foxtrot Alpha Center, deck seven. It’s an open mic theater. Let’s grab a pizza and make fun of Chewbacca.
Dale responded.
Subject: RE: Can you believe this ship?
C U at Flight Deck Pizza at 20:00.
Dale looked over the rest of the emails and opened the most important-looking one that explained the nature of their trip. The ship was scheduled to move away from Earth and after two and a half days, complete an ISRA, which stood for interdimensional space relocation action.
Dale tried to understand the science behind this faster-than-light transportation, but it was far too confusing and involved screens filled with math. He accepted that it worked and they’d not end up stuck in suspended animation for a million years, reliving Star Wars movie marathons and pizza infinitely. There was another email that explained that the ship’s clock would remain on Ohio’s Central Time, which he found strange, and that it would take a week to enter Almaach’s orbit.
The next email he opened was from engineering.
Subject: Space Elevator
To: Brown, Dale, Distribution Ship Wide
From: Engineering Department
All personnel:
The initial drop team expects a 12- to 24-hour turnaround time before the space elevator is fully operational.
Please be on deck tango 30 minutes before your assigned drop time.
Command & Control Unit has the final say on all drop priorities. You must wait your turn. Please do not ask to jump the line.
His next email was from Amy.
Subject: Drinks
Hi Dale,
I hope you’ve been settled in happily and are ready for battle. I was thinking you might like to hang out? We could try the Korean barbecue. I’m missing home a little bit. I’m sorry if you thought I was mean to your lizard friend. It’s like my people to fear and mistrust other races.
Can I buy you dinner to make up for my rudeness?
Sincerely,
Amy
Dale responded.
To: Lyang, Amy
From: Brown, Dale
Okay, that would be nice. When were you thinking?
There were a few minor patch notifications in his email folder, but nothing else of importance. After a couple of minutes, he received an email back from Amy with the name of the restaurant and a suggested time the next day. He replied and confirmed.
He had a date.
The Third Platoon had a meeting scheduled the next morning at oh eight hundred, so now there was nothing left on his schedule except meeting Smith for dinner and Star Wars movies. He decided to spend a little more time studying, so he opened up the Nagant Wars Guide.
He would be expected to have his shit in order by tomorrow’s meeting, and there was a lot he hadn’t even read about yet.
After watching Star Wars movies with Smith, during which they got into several arguments about episode twenty-seven and whether or not a robotic hand would improve one’s sex life, he fell onto his Bed of Deep Sleep at three a.m. and was unconscious in moments.
He dreamt.
“Dale?”
“Hello?”
“Dale, it’s Tina, your nurse.”
“Hello? Am I in a hospital again?”
“No, Dale, you’re in a new facility.”
“Where?”
“Deep in a protected underground military base. Don’t worry, you’re in good hands.”
“Why am I here?”
“Your new guild, Dale. The military. The war. You’ve received upgraded equipment.”
“Why do I need a nurse?”
“Because this VR technology is the most advanced we’ve ever used. It requires supervision; the doctor will be in shortly.”
IV lines penetrated into his forearms, and his body was connected to a hydraulic exoskeleton structure.
He faded out of consciousness again.
In the dream’s dream, he woke.
A doctor calibrated dials.
“I’m still dreaming?” he asked.
“Yes, Dale. Well, kind of. Just relax. Your vitals are all excellent.”
“Where am I?”
“It’s top secret, Dale,” the doctor answered. “But don’t worry, you’re in good hands.”
“I feel funny,” he said.
“It’s only the nanotech blood enhancements. Don’t worry so much, Dale. Really, you’re in excellent health. Could you do me a favor and start a slow jog?”
Dale moved his feet, and sure enough, he didn’t change position in relation to the doctor, but he was jogging. He swung his arms and picked up the pace.
“Not too fast yet. You’re doing great.” The doctor continued to interact with a screen interface that was attached to the front of Dale’s equipment.
“Could you jump for me?” the doctor asked.
Dale jumped.
“Excellent. You can relax.”
Dale stopped and faded into unconsciousness.
The alarm woke him up at oh five hundred.
He requested a coffee, and a robot server delivered it five minutes later. When he finished the cup, he decided what race he’d play.
Zuharah.
He’d always wanted to be a wizard, especially after reading twenty-seven Harry Dresden novels he’d found on his dad’s e-reader when he was ten.
For his class, Dale chose Edificios. They were the builders, and he felt joining them would help him be more well-rounded.
Dale showed up early to the company meeting. He sat next to Dyfrig and Smith. “I had some weird dreams,” he said.
“The werewolf chick?” Private Smith slapped him on the shoulder. “Nice going.”
“Hey!” Dale gave his friend a stare. “She could walk in any second.”
“I’m already here, fools,” she said. Dale turned beet red. “And I have wolf hearing, suckers.” She got up and moved next to him.
He looked her over again. She was fine.
There was no doubt about it.
His face flushed again when he realized she was watching him check her out. He looked away.
“Where are you from?” Smith asked. “I mean, back in the real world.”
“San Francisco. I’ve been going to school there, but I’m originally from Seoul,” she answered. “I’m one hundred percent pure Asian-gamer-nerd chick.”
She smiled, and Dale couldn’t help but smile back.
“Company attention!” a soldier yelled.
Captain Redding entered the room, and everyone stood. “At ease, soldiers. Take your seats. We have a shitload to go over.”
Dale became nervous; it was as if the war had begun at that moment.
“Troops, we have another day before we ISRA the fuck out of our solar system. We’ll be in orbit around Almaach in about a week. Our assignment will be in a territory under the control of King Talargo. He’s an ally, and his people have contributed their fair share of soldiers to this war. Treat the noncombatants with respect and dignity.”
She paced the front of the room.
Dale thought she looked intimidating in her military uniform, unlike when she wore miniskirts and low-cut tops. Her ability to change so drastically frightened him a little.
“All areas on this planet are open world, except certain quests, which you will have to enter at your own discretion. Everyone will be on a leave rotation schedule. You’ll each be granted lots of personal time. HQ understands that war sucks and being away from home might be a hardship. For some of you, however, this will be the best time of your lives.”
She stopped and scanned the room. Dale felt a flash of heat when her gaze fell on him.
Someone raised a hand.
“Hold your questions for a moment,” Redding commanded. “Our bases will be well defended. However, like any war, don’t trust anyone. ‘Loose lips sink ships’ is an old war saying, but no less true today. Keep your shit together. Follow orders. Work on your specialties, complete side quests when you can, and don’t screw over members of your platoon.”
Redding scanned the room and smiled.
“The planet Almaach is a magic-heavy world,” she continued. “Get acquainted with spells and potions. I’m trying to get us some charlie deck simulation time so we can work on team-building in our avatars. This is a military operation, folks, so snafu applies. I realize a lot of you have only just picked your race in the last few days. Or in Corporal Brown’s case…”
Dale turned red again.
The captain sat down.
Sergeant Kuzmin stood.
“Soldiers, I’m First Sergeant Kuzmin. Noncoms may call me Top, enlisted should stick to First Sergeant. My assistant is Corporal Cassandraler. If you have any questions, problems, or requests, please route them through her. This morning I’m going to discuss the basic layout of your interface. The final design’s been released, and we can discuss the primary functions that you’ll be using while in your professional avatars.”
He turned on a projection display that lit up the front wall.
“Most of these will be useful in your personal avatars as well,” he said. He used a laser pointer to indicate each item as he discussed it.
A simple four-pointed cross symbol was displayed. The word Inventory sat at the north point. At the south end, Map. The west was Magic, and the east, Tech.
“This is the starting interface,” Kuzmin said. “The meanings are self-evident. Point, think, or nod, and select. For example, let’s say we pick Map.”
The screen changed, and a sample map showed up. An icon showed an avatar’s location in the world.
“Most items are customizable in settings. For instance, you can create a personal icon. You can track yourself and others, which is especially important if you’re entering unknown mines or dungeons. You’ll also have the opportunity to upload maps and images to Central Command to help your brothers and sisters in the Klaharn.”
He looked over the group. “Don’t be greedy, soldiers. This is going to be a long war. What goes around comes around. Next is Magic.”
The screen changed.
“See how selecting Magic brings up a split screen? On the left are spells. Spell casting is always for damage. DPS users will be on this screen and can obtain different spells as they level up. The right side covers enchantments: healing, support, and potion making.”
He turned off the display. “This is going to take you a long time to learn, but don’t get discouraged, soldiers. The Declan faction is getting the same information at the same time as you.”
“Top, excuse me,” Dyfrig said. “Can you explain the Declan?”
The first sergeant scratched his head. “Some of this is classified,” he said. “What I can tell you is that the Declan faction is made up of regular people and NPCs. Remember, you’re probably facing a sentient being when you fight a soldier in the field. Only a few of us leaders are NPCs. The future of war is being shaped by virtual reality.”
He paced and looked worried. “When countries go to war, there ends up being a lot of wasted resources. Things like pipelines, train tracks, airports, and buildings get destroyed. Factories, farms, fields…and, of course, civilians are killed.”
Kuzmin stopped pacing. “One of the ideas driving the Nagant War concept is to take wars into virtual space. It’s brilliant, really, and this current war is a testing ground.”
“You’re saying we’re lab rats?” Tom asked.
“I wouldn’t say–”
“It sounds–”
“At ease!” Kuzmin shouted. “Remember your place, Private Kapralov, or I’ll demonstrate what old-school wall-to-wall counseling was all about.”
“Da, First Sergeant!” Tom snapped.
“The Declan faction is operating with the same specs we have,” Kuzmin continued. “The same magic, the same tech, the same races, guilds, and classes for avatars. Everything is exactly equal; it’s a chess game, soldiers. White and black.”
“So we’re pawns,” Dale whispered as quietly as he could.
That night, Dale met Amy at the Korean barbecue restaurant.
“Wow, this looks great,” he said.
“One of my favorites,” Amy said, “after pizza.”
“I had pizza with Smith last night.”
“He’s your best friend?”
“Yeah, he kind of saved my life. Or, I mean, he saved me from a lot of pain. He’s a good friend, and I trust him.”
“That’s cool.”
“Yeah. I’m friends with Sergeant Dyfrig, too. I hope you don’t think…”
“No. I’m…look, the thing is…never mind. I’m sorry if I seemed like a bitch. I’m sure he’s a good person, too. Oh, hey, our table is ready.”
They followed the hostess and sat across from each other.
Presumably there were hacks and cheats, but Dale assumed she was indeed a cute Korean and that her avatar wasn’t a trick. She had straight, black, shoulder-length hair that framed her face.
Big brown eyes.
Light clear skin.
And a pleasant voice that made him feel relaxed.
Maybe getting attracted to a woman was a bad idea right before a war started, he thought. But he didn’t care. It was time to get over the past.
The server placed traditional dishes of pickled vegetables on the table and took their drink orders.
“What’s good?” Dale asked as he studied the menu.
“Oh, nearly everything,” Amy answered. “But we’ll start with galbi and go from there.”
The conversation turned to nerdy discussions about game mechanics, the war, and other Rhith system conundrums, like how respawning might affect a person’s soul, and if, in fact, a person actually had a soul to begin with.
“I get the initial HUD cross,” Dale said. “The four points, but once you open up these trees, it starts getting confusing…”
“I like the simplicity of the four choices,” Amy said. “The skill tree is a little confusing, but I think once you start using the interface, you’ll get used to it. I’ve been studying the enchantments, and it goes deep, really deep.”
“You like playing support the most?” Dale asked.
“Yeah. I guess that’s a stereotype, isn’t it? The Asian girl that can be counted on to heal all the tanks and enchant everyone’s shields. But I’m also a bad-ass wolf, and I can tank, destroy, and deal damage. I think my race and class will allow me to be very versatile.”
“What’s your class?”
“Hmm. Can I pass on that question? No offense.”
“Sure,” Dale said. “I’m in the Edificios class, and the Nojus is my personal guild. In my real life, I like to design skeletons.”
“That’s cool. So you picked Zuharah…” Amy smiled.
Whenever she did that, Dale’s face tightened into a smile, too.
“I always wanted to be a wizard since I was ten, and now’s my chance. A warrior wizard with a sword.”
He spent another fifteen minutes gushing about the Dresden Files, the old series his dad had introduced him to: wizards, vamps, gangsters, monsters, love, betrayal, lust, hate, death, secrets, and mystery. He realized after a few minutes that he was doing most of the talking.
“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to monopolize the conversation.”
“It’s okay,” Amy said. “I like your enthusiasm. I’ll check out the series. It’s probably in the public domain–”
“Oh, no,” Dale interrupted. “A rabid fan of Jim Butcher kidnapped him in 2025 and forced him to impregnate her three or four times. Their resulting offspring sued and won a huge court case. They own all the worldwide rights now.”
“Crap,” Amy said. “I should have become a novelist.”
“You’re too smart for that,” Dale said. “Anyway, I have copies in my cloud library, and I can loan them to you.”
“Awesome,” Amy said. “Getting back to game mechanics, I’m going to concentrate on the longbow. There are a ton of enchantments I can add to arrows. I’m sure it’s going to be complicated.”
“No point in worrying about what we can’t control,” Dale said. He smiled first this time.
She returned the smile.
His mouth went dry, and he asked for a glass of water.
“Have you had time to look at the five bars?” she asked.
“Sort of,” Dale answered. “HP is pretty much the same as every RPG or MMO I’ve played. Stamina, I’m sort of used to, because it moves when I exercise, but I suppose that’s not really an accurate gauge.”
“No,” Amy said. “Not really. We won’t know until we fight. Even the mana regeneration rates won’t be available until we get out there.”
“And the charisma bar?” Dale said.
“Are you used to a charisma bar?” Amy asked. “I know some situations require interacting with NPCs that might trade or start fights. Good charisma helps. I’m not sure yet about the combination of my race and charisma. I think certain races get buffed if they have a really low charisma score, especially if they’re in the thieves or assassins guilds. I’m still learning. I might have to find Gandhi and see if I can provoke him into a thermonuclear war.”
“I’m obviously going for high charisma,” Dale said.
“What about other attributes?” Amy asked.
“I’m pretty comfortable with where I’m at,” Dale said. “I get five stat points every round for pansophy, so maybe I’ll be supersmart at some point.”
“You seem intelligent now,” she said.
Dale blushed. “I’ve got four stat points automatically going to adroitness, and two stat points to vigor.”
“I guess you’ll be stacking points into vigor when you level, right?” she asked.
“Oh, sure,” Dale answered. “I don’t want to die, so I’m stacking my constitution as much as I can. You don’t think that’s weak, or, you know…”
“No,” Amy said. “Of course not. Dying sucks. I get it. Don’t you get a race bonus towards dark mana?”
“Yes,” Dale answered. “I get a seven percent increase in the regeneration of dark mana and also a five percent increase in the regeneration of stamina. All around, I think the Zuharah is pretty balanced.”
Over the rest of dinner, they discussed old movies and games, as well as the most current series they both loved. Dale hadn’t felt time fly by so fast in a long time.
He also learned a lot.
Amy was more knowledgeable of the war and game mechanics. She’d discussed parts of the skill trees that Dale hadn’t even looked at yet. She also explained about the cities and villages being filled with noncombatants. There were lots of activities besides buying and selling items, too, like gambling halls, restaurants, bars, and inns. There were racetracks that featured not only the local horses, but elephants, camels, and lots of other beasts. Apparently, Almaach was a planet whose people loved to gamble.
“I wonder if they’ll have Texas Hold ’Em,” Dale said.
“Maybe. If not, we’ll teach them the game and take their gold.”
“You play?” he asked.
“Of course. You think that because I’m a girl I wouldn’t kick your ass on the felt?”
Dale laughed. “Okay. I’m sorry.”
“We’ll play sometime,” she said.
“Sure. But no mercy, I mean, just because you’re…” Dale blushed.
“What?” she asked.
“Pretty.”
“You think that?”
“Yes,” he said.
Then she blushed.
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
I no naka no kaeru taikai-o shirazu. A frog in a well does not know the great ocean
~ Emi Himura
Bravo Company was first to set foot on Almaach after the engineers set up temporary housing and a defense perimeter. Dale was marveling at the technology behind the space elevator they’d just come down when he stepped into animal scat. “Shit.”
“That’s what it is, slick,” Tom said.
“Quit shitting around,” Sergeant Dyfrig added.
“It’s from a carnivore,” Kim said. “I can smell the rotten meat.”
Kim played a desert elf avatar, a race called Phainopepla. The lieutenant and Galina were both Nefyn, the woodland elf race. Kim was uneasy around them because long-running feuds between the two elven races were programmed into the avatars.
Dale wondered if he’d be conscious of any changes to his beliefs while in his avatar. Apparently, racial attributes affected a person’s outlook.
Ërin: People are strange beings.
Dale: Why do you say that?
You dispute my conclusion?
No, just…
Don’t overthink it. In your body, hormones drive you. In an avatar, well, programming does.
Does what? Drives me to be somebody else?
No, you’re always you. But I think you give too much credence to free will.
“It’s still so strange,” Smith said. “Leaving a spacecraft with restaurants, movie theaters, swimming pools, and beginning to live in a medieval world. What are we eating tonight? Squirrels?”
“I’ve got a banana for you, ape,” Tom said. He made a gorilla sound. “On second thought, I’m saving it for Galina. Someday she might break down and find out what she’s been missing.”
Tom grabbed his crotch.
Smith ignored him.
Galina muttered something under her breath.
“Kapralov, instead of being an ass, why don’t you fly ahead and see if you can do something useful,” Lieutenant Brinkmann ordered. “But don’t go too far. We have no idea what kind of wildlife’s on this planet.”
“Yes, sir,” Tom answered. His avatar was the bat-like Draenen race, which made him the only person in the platoon with the capacity of flight. While flying was a useful skill, the race couldn’t fly with heavy armor and were forced to rely on tinted goggles during sunlight hours.
A few minutes later he reported nothing but meadows, fields, and a few patches of trees for kilometers in all directions except the one they were heading toward, which had a thick forest directly ahead.
The platoon was made up of twelve members.
Brinkmann and Dyfrig were the platoon leader and sergeant.
Dale, the only corporal, was the next ranking member.
His friends, Smith and Amy, were followed next by Tom, Galina, Kim, and Sanjay. Even though he didn’t know those four intimately, at least he’d worked with them before.
The remainder of the party was made up of soldiers he didn’t know yet.
One was Emi Himura, a Japanese woman who played the demon race, Asakku. Her professional guild wasn’t displayed. When Dale had asked Dyfrig about it, the sergeant told him that certain guilds had reciprocal agreements. “Don’t get too curious when a player chooses to keep things hidden,” he’d said.
Amy’s professional guild was also hidden. Maybe, he thought, if they became closer, she’d let him in on the secret.
The last two members of the platoon were Rikuto Setsu, a Japanese player who played the Naphil race, and the shy Chinese woman named Yingtai Tong, who mainly kept to herself. Her avatar was a Mugron, the undead race.
The platoon reached the edge of the forest. Lieutenant Brinkmann ordered everyone to take a breather while he talked with command over the commlink.
Dale heard a noise. He turned towards the sound but saw nothing. “Smith,” he said, “I have a bad feeling.”
“Sergeant Dyfrig,” Smith said, “I think we have incoming mobs.” He armed himself with his club and shield.
“Everyone, armed and ready!” Sergeant Dyfrig ordered.
The platoon spread out into a defense position; the tanks moved forward, and the ranging damage dealers and healers stayed back.
Dale wore basic chainmail and a sword and shield similar to what he’d used in the princess and ogre quest.
Dale had reached level four.
Only three in the platoon were level five: Brinkmann, Dyfrig, and Yingtai.
Dale had banked all his Perk Points so far; he wanted more information on what perks were available before he spent his points. His current strategy was to obtain magic and stay alive, so he’d stacked his spendable stat points on thaumaturgy and vigor.
The first sign of an enemy was a wild doglike creature, smaller than the hyena-wolf dogs he’d fought in his first tutorial.
Dale: Ërin, can you auto-display anything that would be helpful to me when we have contact?
Ërin: Done.
Thanks.
De nada, handsome. Look out!
The mobs were called Gourides, and they seemed easy enough to defeat, but he knew not to get overly confident in a new environment, especially when the actual number of enemies coming was unknown.
The first of the attackers raced directly toward the platoon.
It was apparent they were intelligent pack animals and not mindless hunters. Several had swung around the flanks.
Smith took the brunt of the initial assault.
Dale moved to his left and swung his short sword at an isolated Gouride. The mutt leapt away from the sword. They were a lot faster than they seemed.
As he engaged the next creature to attack, he felt a vicious pain in his left calf. Turning, he realized that the first animal had been a decoy. He swung his sword and hit the creature in the ribs.
It let go of his calf, but two different beasts attacked his right side, biting him multiple times in the legs. Then, as he turned, another mob latched onto his sword arm.
Dale kicked and used his shield as a battering weapon, but he was being overwhelmed by superior numbers.
The fight went back and forth.
He’d hit one mob, but then he’d be bitten by another one.
He felt the electric buzz of healing magic increasing his health; at least one of the healers had time for him.
At least ten attackers were circling Smith, so the healing players had to concentrate on the main tank in the platoon.
Dale wanted to assist his friend, but he had problems of his own. As he swung his sword, he was bitten again in the leg.
The mobs were low-level creatures, but they were well coordinated in their assault.
Dale lunged and swung his sword in an uppercut that opened one of the creatures’ throat.
It crumbled.
+200XP
Killed: Gouride
Dropped: Pelt, poor quality
Dale: Ërin, can you send out a platoon message: The throat is a weak spot.
Ërin: Done. You do realize you have voice-chat capability?
No…
Dale turned it on.
Smith: Thanks.
Amy: Thanks.
Sanjay: Thank you.
Dale drove his shield down onto the head of another beast. At the same time, he blindly swept his sword behind his back. Knowing their attack pattern, he hoped to score a blind hit.
He did, and the creature died.
+200XP
Killed: Gouride
Dropped: Pelt, poor quality
Sword Fighting Skill Increased: Newbie Level Achieved.
As you grow in this skill, your ability to wield a broader range of swords at a high skill level will increase. Each opponent you face will have a different level of defensive ability depending on the weapon you choose.
Hint: Go for some variety in your weapon selection.
Battle Cunning Skill Increased: Lacking Level Achieved.
As you grow in this skill, your ability to use combination moves will grow.
Hint: For experience and learning, save sequences and scenes to view later.
Dale noticed something new moving in the distant trees.
Tom: There’s a new beast.
Kim: It’s called a Mujina.
Emi: Try a spell if you can.
Amy: Dale, behind you!
Dale spun, but it was too late, and he took two nasty bites.
He brought his shield down and swung his sword behind his back, but it only struck air.
Another bite on his sword arm sent him to his knees.
“Ahhh! Holy Christ almighty!” he shouted.
Healing magic struck him. The sensation was similar to a gentle massage, and the pain he was feeling subsided. But as quickly as his health increased, the mobs were biting him again. His health bar was going up and down, then up and down again.
He did manage to kill another mob and then another. Maybe, he hoped, the pack was finally shrinking. As he was destroying the third enemy in a row, he looked up to see the Mujina rushing him.
Shit. Where’s Smith?
Dale spun and dropped to his knees. He held up his shield to take the brunt of the Mujina’s charge. The beast was strong and drove him back a full meter. He stood and brought his sword down on the badger-like monster’s head.
The animal screamed with a shriek that echoed through the trees.
Dale lifted his arm to strike it again, but the mob stood on its hind legs and pushed Dale onto his back.
One of the Gouride mutts jumped on him and went for his face. Fangs snapped at him, and the Mujina was clawing his shield. Out of nowhere, an arrow ripped through the Gouride’s head.
Blood splashed over Dale.
He didn’t see who fired the arrow, but he was grateful for the support.
The Mujina didn’t stop its assault on Dale’s shield, but at least it was getting hit with arrows and spells from others in the platoon. He managed to get back on his feet, and as he did, another Gouride attacked him.
Dale dropped back to a knee, as if hurt or weak.
When the mutt moved towards him, he stood and swung his sword upwards, scoring a direct hit on the beast’s throat. He quickly spun and brought his sword back around to the Mujina, which was still being pelted with arrows and magic attacks.
With one strong blow, the beast died.
+400XP
Killed: Mujina
Dropped: Pelt, average quality
Dropped: 1/4-Carat Ruby, fine quality
Dale looked for Smith.
His friend was finishing off two of the wolves, and Dale moved towards him and got a few swings in before the last attacker was finally killed.
Brinkmann: Anyone see anything new?
Thirty seconds went by. Nobody answered, and Brinkmann ordered them to regroup. “Well, boys and girls, welcome to Almaach.”
As the officer spoke, across the meadow at the base camp a huge dragon flew in circles.
“What the hell!” Dale exclaimed. “A level one hundred dragon?”
The platoon watched as the tremendous beast flew into base camp. It laid down a long orange-red flame, then circled back to do it again.
The reptilian torching caught all the headquarter tents on fire.
Thick black smoke rose into the sky as the base camp burned.
“I don’t understand,” Lieutenant Brinkmann said.
“That’s horrific,” Kim said. “I can barely watch.”
They’d all switched back to their humant-avatars, and Tom took advantage of the opportunity to comfort Kim.
The dragon flew in circles for another minute, but it eventually landed and ate people, ponies, livestock, and whatever other creatures were unfortunate enough to draw its attention.
What it didn’t eat, it stomped or burned.
Soon, everything at base camp was destroyed.
It took flight again and circled the tether that created the space elevator. The massive cable attached the base on the ground to the counterweight, held in place by centrifugal force at the other end, in space.
The dragon, a beast presumably unfamiliar with technology, flew directly into the tether.
What happened next surprised everyone.
“Holy shit!” Dale exclaimed.
“Wow,” Amy added.
“Insane,” Smith contributed.
“I wonder what’s going to happen,” Kim mused.
“Probably nothing good,” Galina piped in.
“This can’t be in the regs,” the lieutenant concluded.
“I’ve seen worse,” Dyfrig voiced.
“Hmm,” Yingtai murmured.
“I think…” Emi whispered to herself.
“Kim, come and snuggle,” Tom proposed.
“I’m surprised,” Sanjay remarked.
“This is fucking ridiculous,” Rikuto cursed.
The dragon twisted and turned like a game fish on a line. It found itself caught and went mad. As it spun and tried to fly away, more of the tether wound around its body. Eventually, the counterweight in space dropped too low for centrifugal force to hold it up, and it fell like a missile right onto the enormous reptilian monster, and the whole mess plunged to the ground.
A fiery explosion followed.
Dale stood watching, stunned, while the remainder of the base camp burned down to ash and ruin.
“I can’t believe that happened,” Sergeant Dyfrig said.
Ërin: Dale, an important message just came in.
Dale: Got it, thanks.
System Message: Important! Read at once.
Nagant Wars Patch 145.7b:
The following glitch: Dragon, Level 100, has been corrected.
All adversely affected players and all equipment will be restored. Please allow 24 hours.
All non-world tech*, including chat and message functions, will now be unavailable except on orbiting ships.
All resurrection points must remain on orbiting ships.
All resurrections require a 4-hour cooldown.
*All players will have access to space-folding backpacks for gear, loot, pets, and any items obtained.
Dale read through the list twice.
“Shit,” he said.
Dale: Ërin?
Ërin: Yes?
Just making sure you’re still here.
Yes, I’m still available, but my capacity is limited. I can provide you with information obtained in guides, as of your last update. I can’t communicate with the base command or other members of your platoon. No more messaging or chat is allowed between players while they are on the planet. You’ll have to talk to them the old-fashioned way.
I have, however, been upgraded with your space-folding backpack. You pretty much have unlimited storage. Any items you gather can fit into it.
What happens if I die?
There will be damage to any items you’re currently using; however, all other items in your backpack will be available.
Any ideas about getting mounts or pets in this world?
No, I can only add things to my knowledge as you discover them or when someone offers you a quest or something for sale.
Dale looked across the plain towards the smoky remains of the dragon and the damage it had caused. A large ship landed. He assumed it was administrators showing up to fix things.
“Are we headed back?” he asked.
“I think…” The lieutenant started to speak, but stopped when a massive herd of beasts came into view and headed across the plain.
There were thousands of them, maybe tens of thousands. They appeared to be like wildebeest, but had thick manes similar to American buffalos and long dangerous-looking horns. Dale concentrated on one of the bulls.
Wildebai
Level 12
A large grazing mammal, a gnu-buffalo hybrid.
Peaceful if avoided.
“We aren’t heading back anytime soon,” Lieutenant Brinkmann said. “Besides, we probably have twenty-four hours before the base is up and we can get an assignment. I suggest we move out as a team into the forest and try to pick up a quest or find a dungeon. That’s not an order. As of right now, there are no orders. So everyone is free to explore as a loner if they’re feeling crazy, or we can team up and try to find some loot together. In any case, we’ll meet back at base camp tomorrow about this time.”
Tom and Kim, both hunters, announced they were going off to hunt together.
“Yeah, hunting…” Galina said.
“You’re welcome to join us,” Tom said. “Unicorn much?”
“Pig.”
The two Japanese soldiers, Emi and Rikuto, also paired up and left.
Eight members remained, and they agreed to head straight into the forest and see what they could find.
Dale walked alongside Amy.
“I hope I can pick up some herb skills soon,” Amy said. “There’s so much here, but we need to know what’s dangerous and what’s helpful.”
“Agreed,” Dale said.
He was feeling more at ease with her as more time passed.
After they’d shared dinner on their first date, they’d spent time together every day since. She had a fascinating history growing up in Seoul and then moving to San Francisco; and now here he was, on another planet, walking through a forest with her.
He noticed a clearing in the woods ahead of them and asked the lieutenant if they should check it out.
“Yeah, let’s see what’s there,” Brinkmann said.
As they approached, Dale saw two old men with staffs standing by an outcropping of stone.
Muschi Kuningas Dungeon Guards:
Friendly to the worthy.
The platoon approached the guards posted on opposite sides of a door carved into stone. A scorpion symbol, etched in its center, glowed in neon red.
Hello, travelers!
We offer you a quest.
The forest offers many medicinal plants and herbs. Potions, spells, and charms rely on the correct mixture of ingredients.
Upon the successful clearing of this dungeon, you may find spell and enchantment books, caches of herbs, gold, gems, and possibly a lore book.
It is rumored that the boss of this dungeon offers an epic drop to the fortunate.
We bless you with luck from our Master, Lord Noita, should you accept this dangerous mission.
Accept Muschi Kuningas Dungeon Quest: [Y/N]
Dale looked at the team and then spoke first. “I’m in if everyone else is ready for a quest. I’ve been hungry for loot since we landed.”
“Let’s do it,” Amy said.
“I’m in,” Smith added.
The rest of the eight soldiers accepted the quest, and the door began to vibrate. The edges glowed with a yellow light, and the passageway separated from the stone.
Enter travelers! May Lord Noita bless your efforts.
Dale went through the doorway and descended a stone stairway. There were torches mounted on the walls, and as they approached each flame, it grew brighter. The stairs were covered in moss watered by drips from the ceiling. After what seemed like a hundred steps, they reached a vestibule that held an altar with a bronze statue of a bizarre-looking deity.
Dale approached the altar. “I wonder if we can get a blessing from this god if we offer it food?”
He was joking, but Amy and Sanjay approached. They thought of doing the same thing, except not as a joke.
“Well?” Dale looked at Amy.
“It worked. I received a buff while in this dungeon.”
Dale looked into his inventory and found an apple. He placed it upon the altar.
Traveler! Your gift is accepted.
However, your lack of faith has been offensive.
While in this dungeon, a seven percent increase in damage has been added to your attacks; however, a five percent penalty has been added to magical attacks against you.
Hint: Faith is its own reward, and doubt causes downfall.
Dale took what he could get.
Next time he’d remember to be more careful about being cynical.
The rest of the party offered the god various food items; fruit and herbs provided the highest bonuses, while an offering of meat from the lieutenant offended the god and cost him a loss in DPS effectiveness during the quest.
“Shit,” the lieutenant said. “I shouldn’t have tried to be different.”
“It’s a plant and herb god,” Sergeant Dyfrig said. “You should have known better, but it’s good you tried. Now we can add it to our knowledge base. Consider yourself our laboratory mouse.”
“Thanks, Sergeant,” the lieutenant said. “Next time you be the lab rat.”
“Look, a new door,” Yingtai said. “Let’s go.”
The short Chinese woman went through the doorway first.
Because she was a Mugron, she could see in the dark, and she led them down a long corridor.
When they reached the end of the hall, they entered a grand chamber lit by dozens of torches. The walls glowed in an eerie green color from the phosphorescent moss growing there, and pulsed as if alive with magic.
The assault on the platoon began with snakes dropping from the ceiling.
Cha
Level 3
A small snake that lives in trees and moss.
Attack style: Drops from heights. Tries to attack and blind its victims. Attacks in groups.
Dale heard a woman scream. “I hate snakes!”
He recognized Galina, who was a Nefyn. Because her professional guild was Elidar, she had spell-casting abilities already. She shot small bursts of fire from her hands, which burst on the snakes and turned them to ash.
“Round them up into the center of the room so I can concentrate on one spot,” she said.
Dale swatted at them with his shield and sword, and a few made it past his efforts. Some of them gave him a small, but painful bite. The damage was only dangerous if a mass of them attacked, but without healing, each bite increased in power.
Amy, Sanjay, and Yingtai had no problems healing the group, even without Rikuto. Galina continued to burn the worm snakes as they dropped from the ceiling.
Dale heard a buzzing noise and looked up to see a swarm of beelike birds flying into the chamber.
Shtriga
Level 4
An insect-bird hybrid.
Attack style: Flying Swarm. Stingers.
Magic: Poison from individual bites. Accumulative stings can make allies attack their own.
Dale was still fighting off worm-snakes when the Shtriga attacked. They were like hummingbirds, except their long beaks looked like stingers. He lifted his shield and felt a barrage of thumps as the swarm flew into it. He flung the shield down, throwing half a dozen of the flying attackers to the ground, and he stomped them.
+400XP
Killed: Shtriga
Dropped: 1/4-Carat Emerald
And so it went, through dozens of the little stinging creatures. He felt a painful sting on his left thigh, looked down, and saw the beelike bird jabbing its beak into his flesh. The attack felt like being burned with hot coal. Dale smashed the creature with the broad side of his sword, and it popped against his leg and oozed a greenish slime.
Dale: I need better armor.
Ërin: You do.
Dale: Are you reading all my thoughts?
Not all.
Good.
Just the juicy ones.
Fuck.
Dale! You rarely curse, what–
One of these things just stung me again–
Watch it!
Dale used his sword like a baseball bat and knocked a couple more of the flying threats to the ground. He felt a surge of magic as one of the healers brought him back up to full health.
Meanwhile, the swarm split up into several groups, and bird-bees attacked each soldier.
Dale swung his shield and sword around in a crazy fashion, just trying to hit as many of them as he could. He swatted dozens, stomped those on the ground, and they popped into little blobs of green slime.
+400XP
Killed: Shtriga
Dropped: 1/4-Carat Ruby
Congratulations! You’ve killed 20 Shtriga and earned a bonus! All mana will regenerate at double speed for two minutes.
There were still a few snakes dropping as well. He received several bites to the face, which annoyed him, but also pushed him to fight faster. He danced around like a drunk at a club, swinging his shield and sword and stomping the ground.
“Dale, look out!” Amy shouted.
He looked to his left.
Fezela
Level 5
An insect: Armored scorpion.
Attack style: Stinger. Claws.
Weapons: Plate armor with razor spikes.
Magic: Poison from its sting.
Tech: Armor.
Because the scorpion was at level five and well armored, Dale had to back up and plan a defensive tactic. He wasn’t ready to die this early in the day. He moved back fast enough to dodge the scorpion’s long stinger, which it whipped above itself and slammed into the ground in front of him.
A second scorpion followed the first, and then a third moved into the chamber.
It was eight against three, but they also had to deal with a few remaining snakes that continued to drop from the ceiling. At the same time, another swarm of hummingbird bees flew into the room and began dive-bombing them.
Dale tried, unsuccessfully, to hit one of the scorpions with his sword, but they were fast on defense and offense.
Yingtai used her fire magic and slammed fireballs into the scorpions, but their armor gave them protection against the flames, and the damage to the creatures was minimal.
Smith swung a club, which was seemingly the most effective attack. The healers concentrated on him because he was the main tank in the room, and two scorpions were attacking him at once.
Dyfrig had a healing enchantment that was working; it seemed apparent that earth magic was more powerful in the dungeon than fire magic.
Dale moved towards the lone scorpion and swung his sword at the beast.
It reached out with one of its claws, grabbed Dale’s sword, and they began a tug-of-war. He didn’t want to lose his only offensive weapon; he hadn’t even learned a single DPS spell yet.
His shield had a small level of attack ability, but it was weak and only useful on lower-level creatures, like the bees.
Galina moved behind Dale to mid-range DPS, and she fired arrows from her longbow into the scorpion.
“Keep it occupied on your sword, Dale,” she said.
Dale moved around to his left, tugged on his sword, but didn’t try to pull it completely loose. By moving the beast, he exposed its flank, and Galina’s arrows were doing real damage.
“It’s got a weak point on its side, down low,” Galina shouted to the group.
“Got it,” Brinkmann said as he moved towards Smith’s position.
Dale concentrated on the scorpion he was fighting. The beast tried to twist the sword from Dale’s hand, but he held fast. Then, in a blink of an eye, the scorpion fired its stinger at Dale, who barely got his shield up.
Bam!
The stinger penetrated the shield and stuck.
With his sword in the beast’s claw and his shield holding the stinger, he and the creature were going around in a circle like awkward dancers.
Galina moved behind the mob. “Keep it busy,” she shouted.
Dale twisted his shield and held his feet fast.
Galina fired a series of arrows into the rear of the beast, and as the fifth arrow hit, the monster dissolved, leaving greenish-brown fluid spreading on the floor.
“They’re weakest if you hit them in the rear, under the stinger,” Galina said to Brinkmann.
The lieutenant attacked the two scorpions that Smith was keeping busy, and the healers worked together to keep the tank’s health from dropping too low.
Galina moved next to Brinkmann, and between the two of them, they killed both scorpions, which dissolved into a thick puddle of muck, leaving a nasty, smelly stain on the floor.
There was loot sitting there, but before Dale could see what he gained, he heard an evil laugh.
Hiisi
Level 6
A humanoid creature, a goblin-troll hybrid.
Attack style: Reckless. Semi-intelligent.
Weapons: Rapiers. Bow. Daggers. Spears.
Magic: Low-level earth.
Tech: Low-level, various.
The laughing creatures were short, dressed in green and brown tunics, and had low-level armor. There were six of them, so the situation became much more dangerous. At level six, they were two levels higher than Dale, so it was going to be a challenging fight.
Luckily, Yingtai and the lieutenant were level six as well.
Sanjay hurled a spear from a wooden handle that the weapon had rested in before it was flung.
“What’s that?” Dale asked.
“An atlatl spear thrower,” Sanjay said. “I just leveled up, and it became unlocked.”
The spear flew through the air and struck a Hiisi, which screamed, fell to the ground, and died in a one-hit kill.
“Awesome!” Dale shouted. “Do it again!”
“Ten-second cooldown. Look out!” Sanjay lifted his shield. A flight of arrows whizzed through the air, and Dale dropped to a knee. He raised his shield next to Sanjay’s, and together they formed a barrier that stopped the arrows. Dale looked to his left. Smith jumped up and landed with a massive stomp, and the room shook so violently that the Hiisi suffered damage.
Dale: Ërin?
Ërin: Yes, Dale?
Display my stats. I’m wondering why everyone is leveling, but I’m still–
You’re close. Keep your head in the game. Just hit something.
Dale circled Smith and Brinkmann so that he could flank the goblin creatures. One of them spotted him, and it moved toward him with its rapier. He met it with his shield up, his short sword flying in response to the creature’s attack, and landed a hit.
Ërin: Okay, you’ve leveled up, I’m suppressing non-vital pop-ups.
Dale: Good.
You’re doing great, by the way, stud.
Stop.
Keep paying attention to that damn ugly creature before you get hurt.
Dale swung again, but his sword flew through the air, missing the Hiisi, which had jumped out of the way and scored a strike on Dale’s side.
He fell to the ground in pain.
The creature jumped on top of him and raised a long curved dagger above his body. Dale thought he was about to die and desperately used his shield to slam the beast in the head. The mob flew to the ground. Dale felt a healing enchantment hit, sending his health back to one hundred percent.
Since he’d advanced to level five, he had a stronger sword available. He retrieved it and viciously tore into the closest Hiisi and killed the mob after a minute of fierce fighting.
He glanced around. There was nothing close enough for him to attack.
A hummingbird-bee flew in circles around his head. He swung his shield in a large arc, and the flying creature popped into a burst of messy ooze, leaving a mist of green hanging in the air. The other Hiisi in the room were all nearly dead.
It seemed they’d finally finished off the last of the attackers, so they regrouped in the center of the room. The healers used enchantments to restore everyone’s health.
“Anyone have equipment that needs repairing?” Dyfrig asked.
“Mine isn’t so bad, Sergeant,” Dale said, and everyone else said they were also good to go.
The rear wall of the room shook, and an ancient brass and copper door opened.
A dinosaur-bird entered. It stuck out its head, opened its mouth, and made a loud screeching noise.
It was the highest-level creature they’d faced so far. It stood over two meters tall, had black and dark-brown feathers, and a long sharp beak.
Its primary weapons were claws that gouged the floor, scraping up a stone as if it were soft dirt when it entered the chamber. It lifted its head and charged.
The group scattered.
The creature ran through them, screeching and turning its head to the left and right, sizing up its prey. It stopped and spun around. Its head rocked back and forth, and its dark eyes examined Dale like he was on the dinner menu.
“What’s the plan?” Dale asked.
“Don’t die!” Brinkmann shouted.
He became the first victim.
The monster apparently used sound to target its victim, because as the word left the lieutenant’s lips, the beast leapt on top of him and tore his body open from neck to groin with its claws.
Smith swung his club.
Dale swung his sword.
Galina fired arrows.
“There are more Hiisi coming,” Sanjay shouted.
Dale turned to look. Four Hiisi followed the bird-beast into the room and approached the center of the fight. They all took and dished out hits. Dale killed another Hiisi, which dropped a two-carat diamond. He kept fighting, and blood and gore spread across the floor, making the fight even more dangerous as his team spread out and separated.
Sanjay, Smith, and Dale attacked the Vulturaptor while the others fought with the goblin-like creatures, which circled the perimeter. They struck and then backed off, only to circle again, like sharks in a feeding frenzy.
Dale didn’t have time to worry about losses, but it was disheartening to see the lieutenant’s corpse continue to take abuse as it was trampled and torn apart.
Healing enchantments hit Dale, keeping his health up.
He did his best to strike at the boss, but his sword, which had killed the weaker mobs, wasn’t much help against the Vulturaptor. Yingtai surprised him again; she upgraded her bow and fired enchanted arrows into the dino-bird.
She hit it again and again, doing real damage.
Dale assumed that spellcasters must be able to use certain kinds of healing power to imbue arrows to cause injury instead of help when used against the mobs and bosses.
I have a lot to learn, he thought.
Ërin: You do, but worry about it later!
The boss was concentrating on Smith and Dyfrig, and Dale wanted to help them. He had neither a longbow nor any magic, so he couldn’t deal long-range DPS or send any healing support.
He felt a bit useless against the boss, but he kept swinging his sword.
In the blink of an eye, the beast leapt away from the tanks and charged Galina.
She fired spell arrows, the opposite of Yingtai, who employed enchantments to imbue her shafts. The monster cornered her.
She screamed curses in Russian, and with a colossal swipe with one of its massive claws, it tore her body open.
Her intestines spilled onto the floor.
Dale felt nausea wash over him, and as he gagged, he nearly vomited up his lunch. Fortunately, he regained his composure in time to help Smith and Sanjay circle the beast.
Amy came to Dale’s side. “Keep it occupied. I’ve been charging the most powerful enchantment I have. I didn’t realize it would work until I saw Yingtai use enchanting for good effect. Ten more seconds.”
“I’ll try my best,” Dale answered. He moved to the animal’s rear while Smith and Dyfrig attacked from the front. The Vulturaptor suffered damage, but it seemed too formidable for them to defeat using the methods they had tried so far.
It swung its tail faster than Dale could manage to jump, and his legs were knocked out from under him.
He fell to the ground, cursing.
The beast turned towards his voice.
Dale realized he was about to meet death.
The thought of Galina’s guts pouring out on the floor flashed through his mind. Another wave of nausea hit, and he lifted his shield, preparing for the worst.
A loud electrical buzzing filled the room, and a bolt of blue power flew over his head. Amy had fired her enchanted arrow, and it struck the beast in the chest.
The Vulturaptor screamed and shook its head.
Dale stood, swung his sword, and forced the wounded monster to duck; in doing so, its head moved right into the path of Smith’s club.
Dyfrig jammed a spear into its breast.
Dale swung his sword and removed its head, which rolled to a stop at his feet.
The dark dead eye of the fallen foe stared at him sightlessly. Dale shuddered even as his friends slapped him on the back in congratulations.
+1800XP
Killed: Vulturaptor, dungeon boss.
Dropped: Earth Magic Book
Dropped: Water Magic Book
Dropped: Heavy Broadsword, fine quality
Dropped: 1-Carat Fire Diamond
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Rén suàn bùrú tiān suàn. I don’t have plans, I only have goals.
~ Yingtai Tong
Yingtai Tong watched as the remaining members of her platoon left the chamber after defeating the Vulturaptor. Nobody noticed her standing in the shadows.
The group headed up the stairs without looking back.
She heard their voices fade and decided to explore before joining them in the forest.
Beyond the moss on one of the walls, traces of a blood-created symbol caught her eye. She investigated. Because they’d been permitted earlier to quest or hunt by themselves, and she wasn’t under military orders, she’d decided to go off on her own.
She pulled handfuls of moss off the wall and revealed the symbol.
A notification popped up.
Found: Emerald Moss
Magical uses: Spells and enchantments
Congratulations!
You’ve found your first botanical.
Herbal Skill Increased: Newbie Level Achieved.
As you advance in herbal skills, you’ll be able to heal more efficiently, and you’ll grow a love for old-school reggae music.
Hint: Herbs baked in brownies and cookies are an excellent addition to a friendly feast.
The symbol was circular and taller than Yingtai. It contained writing in a strange language and had pictographs of animals and elements. It looked ancient. She knew from her studies that magic had preserved the victim’s blood that had been used to create the script, but couldn’t recognize the race from which the blood had originated.
She chanted in a strange language, not understanding the words, and the blood symbols swirled, moving as if alive.
A hidden passageway opened, revealing a set of stone stairs that led down into the dark.
As a Mugron, the undead race, Yingtai had started the war with basic magic already at her disposal. She had enough mana left to add a camouflage enhancement to her sneak skill, and she cautiously snuck down the stairwell.
A horrible stench hit her like a club to the face. It smelled of death, blood, waste, and hopelessness.
She continued down the stairway, and the odors became more pungent, but among the nasty scents, she didn’t sense danger, only impressions of past pain and desperation.
She ignored the sick feeling that formed in her stomach.
Nothing jumped out or attacked her.
The halls were silent.
When she reached the bottom, a series of hallways branched off each side of a long central passage; each section revealed a double row of prison cells.
Yingtai moved carefully down the first row.
The first cell contained a broken chair, a metal bowl on the floor, and a humanoid skeleton with shackles still attached. Ragged clothing hung from the skeleton’s ribs, but there was no longer any flesh, skin, or hair. Rusting iron bars enclosed the space, and Yingtai shuddered at the sight.
It was the same in the next cell and the one after that.
She moved faster once she’d passed the same scene a dozen times.
The only difference she noticed were the races of the skeletons. They all seemed humanoid, but of different sizes and types: human, dwarf, and elf. Or at least that was what she surmised. It was impossible to tell what some of the bones might have been when alive.
Yingtai began to think this excursion was a depressing waste of time until she came upon a cell with a woman encased in a frozen, translucent block. She looked at her face, then decided that since she was behind bars, it would be worth the risk to try melting the ice.
She activated her fire power.
If the frozen being in the ice became dangerous after Yingtai released her, she’d escape up the stairs, hoping her silent and sneak abilities were advanced enough for her to leave unscathed.
The fire enchantment began in her hands, and she cast it into the cell. The ice melted. It started slowly because her skills were at the bottom of the magic skill tree, but once the ice started to crack, the prisoner was able to move, and in short order the ice fell away.
“Thank you,” the prisoner said. “Please accept this gift.”
You’ve received gifts!
A Book of Ice Magic
A 2 Carat Blue Topaz: Excellent Quality
The newly freed prisoner was an elfin woman who was tall and beautiful.
She looked at Yingtai with penetrating eyes. “What kind of creature are you?”
“I’m a…” Yingtai didn’t know what to say, so she changed into her humant-avatar: a young Chinese woman who didn’t look threatening like her Mugron undead avatar did. She smiled. “I’m Yingtai Tong. I am a Mugron warrior when fighting in the Nagant Wars, but this is my true form.”
“I am Jara,” the elfin woman said. “I was once a princess among a powerful family of Arodian Mountain Elves. I’ve been encased in this ice for…” She appeared confused. “What year is it?”
“I don’t know the calendar in your world, Princess Jara,” Yingtai answered.
“Tell me, do you know of the House of Talargo?”
“Yes,” Yingtai answered. “King Talargo is our ally.”
“Which King Talargo?” Jara asked.
“I don’t know.”
“The Talargo family had already been ruling for centuries when I was imprisoned. What generation now sits on the throne, I wonder?”
“I’m sorry,” Yingtai said.
“No matter,” the princess said. “I’ll find my people, and all will be revealed. Stand back, my new friend.”
Yingtai moved away from the cell bars.
Jara wielded a spell that melted the lock on the cell door, and she walked out with her head held high.
Yingtai examined her identity.
Princess Jara
An elfin being of Royal Blood.
“I offer you a quest,” Jara said.
A Quest: Accompany Princess Jara to Irkalla.
The princess offers the following items upon successful completion:
Book of Ice Magic
A 2 carat Cerulean Blue Topaz: Finest Quality
Accept? [Y/N]
Yingtai groaned on the inside because she hated escort missions, but on the outside, she smiled. “I am traveling with a party, a military platoon. We number twelve. Will you offer the same terms to my comrades?”
“Yes,” Jara answered. “And if your company falls under attack, I shall fight on your side as long as we are heading towards Irkalla and my journey isn’t delayed by more than one moon’s time.”
“Agreed,” Yingtai said.
You have accepted a Quest: Accompany Princess Jara to Irkalla.
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Warfare, business, and love are based upon deception; only in friendship can one find truth.
~ Rikuto Setsu
Dale was exhausted when they exited the dungeon. He felt happy to be alive but sad for those who’d died in such gruesome ways. He wondered if there were any differences in the respawning process between a clean, quick death and a gory, ugly one.
Ërin: You worry too much, hon.
Dale: I know, but…
You’re going to find out, unfortunately–
I know–
So, don’t obsess over what you–
–can’t control. I get it.
You’re a handsome and powerful wizard, and a total hottie–
Stop.
When they left the dungeon, the door automatically closed behind them, and the two guards returned to stone.
They regrouped and ate a feast to refresh their vigor, and chatted briefly about what had happened, both good and bad.
“We’ll continue to get better as a team,” Dyfrig said. “It’s still early.”
“I know,” Dale agreed. “But it was still hard watching…”
“It was icky,” Amy said.
“No kidding,” Sanjay added. “I nearly threw up twice. I wonder why it has to be so graphic.”
“It’s the government,” Smith said. “They’re fucking with us.”
“Or Rhith,” Amy said.
“Same difference.”
The group shared crafting enchantments to restore all their equipment. This was the one area Dale had something decent to contribute due to his class and guild choices. He examined the loot earned in the dungeon and considered the various ways he could try to improve.
The upgraded broadsword was the best weapon he currently owned. It was a better quality weapon than anything used in training. He figured he would sell the rapier dropped from the goblin unless he found a good reason to keep it. With unlimited storage, it wasn’t necessary to ditch items, but at the same time, making quick decisions would be easier if he kept things in his inventory streamlined.
Everything about the war – and his experience in the construct – was so new.
Was it just a game?
Was there a reality within this game that would affect his real life?
It seemed like there could be.
Everyone in the military took tasks so seriously, and the officers made their training seem as if it would affect real life-and-death missions.
Dale: Ërin?
Ërin: Yes, sweetie?
I’m wondering–
Yes, I’ve been listening…
Well?
I can’t answer your deepest questions, Dale, sorry. It’s not in my…
Programming?
It’s not in my protocols to discuss the nature of such things. Forgive me?
Sure.
Thank you.
So, you are like a God after all…
How’s that?
You know everything, but explain very little.
But I love you.
Really?
Yes, of course! You’re special and unique to me.
I’m going to look at my new magic books.
You’re handsome, skilled, and intelligent. No wonder the ladies love you.
Dale opened his earth magic book.
Congratulations!
You’ve opened your first Earth Magic Book.
Earth Magic Skill Trees are now open.
Hint: Magic is tricky, powerful, and frankly, magical. Smart wizards don’t assume anything about magic.
This achievement allows you to take the first step towards becoming a Champion Wizard!
Good luck!
Dale was happy about his gains, and he moved on to the water magic book.
Congratulations!
You’ve opened your first Water Magic Book.
Water Magic Skill Trees are now open.
Hint: Water Magic is primarily used for healing and protection charms, but sometimes using Water Magic on an enemy will cause damage.
“I think I did well,” he said to Amy.
“I did too,” she said.
“What about you, Smith?” Dale looked at his friend, who was still a giant ape.
Smith changed into his humant-avatar. “I did good, but boy, I sure need to take a break from being a giant gorilla. It was reminding me too much of watching the lieutenant and Galina die.”
Dale changed into his humant-avatar.
“Okay, I’ll join you guys,” Amy said. She changed from a hairy wolf creature back into a beautiful woman.
The rest of the group followed, except for Dyfrig, who was always a lizard, it seemed.
“Where’s Yingtai?” Dale asked.
“I don’t see her,” Sanjay said. “I haven’t seen her since we left the dungeon.”
“She never came out?” Dyfrig asked.
Nobody answered.
“Ying–” Dale started to shout, but Amy hit him in the arm before he got her whole name out. “Ouch.”
“Are you crazy?” she asked. She looked at him and tilted her head like a scolding parent. “We’re in a strange forest, and the beasts living here have good hearing.”
“You’re right,” Dale said softly. He began to ask Amy another question when she changed back into a wolf-woman.
“What’s wr–”
“Shhhhh…” Her ears were upright. She concentrated for a moment. “A group approaches. Quickly, move into the woods.”
The remainder of the Third Platoon, now only five strong, moved into the forest. They found a place to stay concealed and watched the entrance of the dungeon.
Dale the Zuharah, Dyfrig the Ningishzida, Amy the Sidheagin, Smith the Sagittalian, and Sanjay the Isca all waited in complete silence. A wizard, a lizard, a wolf-woman, an ape-man, and a jaguar all waited silently under the brush, waiting to see what Amy had heard approaching.
A platoon of soldiers walked to the dungeon. It was made up of various races, much like their party, and numbered ten. Dale concentrated on the point soldier.
Name: Winters, Paul, Sgt.
Declan Soldier: Naphil Level 5
It was a group of enemies – the Declan faction. They had finally crossed paths.
Mercenaries?
Warriors from an unreported conflict?
Troth?
Just other Rhith players?
Military?
Civilian?
Both?
Dale had too many questions.
Perhaps the soldier was just like himself, someone who sort of wished they were back in tech school, worrying about grades, girls, and not experiencing horrible pain and suffering in a mandatory government volunteer program.
Perhaps not.
Perhaps they were just NPCs designed to behave like PCs just to fuck with the minds of Rhith players.
The stone statue guards came to life and presumably offered the Declan soldiers the same quest that Dale and his platoon had just completed. The group accepted the quest and headed down the stairway. The door closed, and the two guards returned to their stone shapes.
“Should we leave?” Dale asked.
“Maybe,” Amy said.
“Maybe we should see if they come out weaker,” Dyfrig suggested. “If they lose a few members, we can attack them.”
“Are we back to being in the platoon?” Sanjay asked. “If so, Sergeant Dyfrig, you’re the ranking MFIC.”
“I say we stay and take them out,” Smith said. “I’m ready to find out how this war is going to play out. Are they as strong as us? What motivates them?”
“It’s the same in every war,” Dyfrig said. “You fight and die for your friends. If that’s not the way of the Declan soldiers…well, the war’s already over.”
“You think so?” Dale asked.
“War has been this way since the first tribe was formed, when only men, or lizards, knew the earth. Even before the creation of gods and governments,” he said.
“I agree,” Amy said.
“We stay and fight,” Dyfrig commanded.
“Sergeant,” they said together.
The anticipation was almost as bad as the actual battles. Dale and Amy whispered to each other while waiting for the Declan faction to return from the quest. They stayed together while the other three members of their diminished platoon moved to new spots so that they could capture the returning troops in a crossfire.
Dale hoped the Vulturaptor was successful in thinning their ranks.
“I wish we knew where Yingtai ran off to,” Dale said.
“Never trust the Chinese,” Amy said.
“Amy…that’s…it’s kind of racist,” Dale said. “Don’t you think?”
“You only say that because you’re not from Korea.”
“I guess. But she’s Klaharn now,” Dale said. “I mean, here she’s on our team. She fights with us. You’ll have to trust her, won’t you?”
“I will fight with her,” Amy said. “But I’ll never trust her.”
“Okay. I guess I understand,” Dale said. “I think it’s harder for me, you know, growing up in Ohio. It’s not like I had any reason to distrust the Chinese. I mean, they owned half the city. I’ve never had a problem. I’m not judging you.”
“Thanks,” she said. “It’s different when you’re raised in Seoul. When I moved to San Francisco, it was a shock to me. I went into Chinatown once. Everyone was polite and kind, and I had to adjust my mindset. But my grandfather told me stories. Some things in the past are hard to forget and impossible to forgive. Ask Emi or Rikuto sometime about how they feel about the Chinese. Or even how they feel about the Koreans.”
“I understand,” Dale said. “I get it, but I still wish Yingtai were with us. And the Russians, too. I wonder where Tom went off to.”
“Tom’s in a hunters’ group under the Flidais guild,” Amy said. “So is Kim.”
“So they went for–”
“I imagine they went on a hunters’ quest, yes,” Amy said. “But I think he has ulterior motives for wanting her alone.”
“You think?” Dale asked.
“You haven’t noticed?”
“I thought Galina–”
“She’s a lesbian,” Amy said. “Do you even pay attention?”
“I knew that,” Dale said, “but…”
“Tom teases Galina,” Amy said, “but he wants to fu…to have–”
“I get it.” Dale blushed.
“This new world has lots of new species to hunt,” Amy said. “Maybe their partnership is totally innocent. But I wish they were here, too. Maybe it was a bad idea to allow the group to split up.”
“Hindsight is twenty-twenty.”
“What’s that mean?”
“An old idiom,” Dale said. “You know how our parents used to have to wear glasses due to eye problems?”
“Yeah, of course. I’ve seen the pictures.”
“Well, twenty-twenty was the standard for normal vision. So twenty-twenty hindsight means–”
“I get it,” Amy interrupted. “Quiet, the door’s opening.”
Dale and Amy remained still and silent as the passageway in the stone began opening. The Declan faction troops entered the forest. They’d dropped in number from the original ten down to seven.
The seven that remained were ranked levels four and five except their leader. The Naphil, who carried a longbow, had leveled up to six.
Two carried swords. A Sigtrygg carried a war hammer, a Gavreel carried a longbow, and two Gahmkah carried spears similar to what Sanjay had used in the dungeon.
Dale leaned close to Amy and whispered, “We need to concentrate on taking out their healers and support. We’re outnumbered, but we have the element of surprise.”
As Dale finished speaking, a long spear, imbued with magic, flew into an enemy Gahmkah’s chest.
Sanjay had fired the first shot.
Dale and Amy jumped into action.
Dale ran, sword in hand, assuming Amy would stay back and provide support by firing magic and healing the tanks.
Smith beat Dale to the battle.
He swung a club, engaging the Naphil.
Smith dealt substantial damage to the soldiers because they hadn’t completely recovered from the dungeon battle.
Besides being unprepared for an attack, the Declanians had been busy looking at, counting, and talking about their loot.
The Gahmkah, who Sanjay had hit, was down, and Smith crushed him with a blow from his club. Next he attacked the dwarflike Sigtrygg who came at him with a war hammer.
The two tanks traded blows, but Smith had the advantage because Amy and Sanjay provided better support than their counterpart could give.
Dale engaged a humant-avatar with his sword. It was almost like being back at basic training. Arrows flew back and forth from both sides. Dale’s health went down, then back up again; each time he gained a small advantage over his opponent.
Amy was doing a good job of healing, and Sanjay was able to throw another spear after waiting through the cooldown, but then he switched to healing support.
Dale swung upward, knocked his opponent off balance, spun, and sliced his sword through the enemy’s head.
 
+400XP
Killed: Declan Faction, Humant, Level 4
Hint: PCs do not leave loot when they die; however, if they drop something before death, finders keepers!
System Message: You’ve killed your first sentient being. Please check in with HQ psych department upon returning from your mission or after respawn.
Debriefing is mandatory.
With the humant soldier and the Gahmkah dead, the seven were now five, and the battle was evenly matched.
But the other lionlike avatar, the Gahmkah, had switched from spear to longsword. He was tanking with the same ferocity and skill as Smith.
The Naphil soldier alternated between spells and enchantments. First he healed his compatriots; then he fired imbued arrows into his enemies.
Smith took devastating amounts of damage.
Dale barely dodged a longsword swung at his head as a Gavreel engaged him. The Gavreels were an angelic humanoid race, skilled sword fighters, and good at obtaining magic skills.
Dale was a level higher than his enemy but not as skilled, and he hoped that Amy could keep his health from falling too low.
Amy had to favor Dyfrig and Smith when providing support, as they were the primary tanks in the platoon. If they fell, the battle would end in a quick and embarrassing defeat.
The soldier attacking Dale hit him with a mighty blow that drove him to his knees. He was prepared to be struck again, and possibly die, but Dyfrig jumped in front of the Gavreel and took the hit.
Dale stood, rammed his sword into the gut of the Gavreel, but the Naphil enemy fired an arrow into Dyfrig while at the same time the Gavreel swung his sword at the reptile’s head. The sergeant died in front of him.
The two soldiers, after killing Dyfrig, turned on Dale, a two-on-one attack.
He felt powerful healing envelop his body like a hundred fingers had massaged and rubbed his sore muscles from head to toe. Amy and Sanjay had both placed enchanting spells on him at the same time.
Dale knew he had little chance of beating two powerful enemies at once, and he momentarily wondered where Smith was on the battlefield.
From out of the forest an ice ball with a trailing blue streak of light flew and struck the Gavreel as it brought its sword down, intent on finishing Dale with a final blow.
It dropped to its knees after the ball of ice exploded.
Dale engaged the soldier.
Adding to Dale’s attack, an imbued arrow struck the enemy in the head, killing him. Dale looked for another opponent, but the battle had ended.
There was one survivor from the other side.
Smith was holding him as a hostage.
Yingtai walked out from behind a dense grouping of shrubs, accompanied by a beautiful elfin woman. They had been the turning point in the fight, the source of the ice magic and the imbued arrow.
Smith held a blade to the throat of the enemy Sigtrygg hostage.
“Stay still and you might live,” Smith said.
The platoon regrouped.
Amy spoke first. “They were all sentient beings. Declanians. We still aren’t sure about the hostage, but I suspect he’s the same.”
“Why do you say that?” Dale asked.
“No drops. NPCs will always drop something, even if it’s worthless. Sentient beings don’t. We’ve had our first skirmish with our real enemy.”
“Yes,” Dale said. “I got that notification. Why do you suspect the hostage is a PC? I mean, I agree with you, but I was just wondering.”
“Just a logical conclusion,” Amy said.
“I agree,” Dale said. “Nice of you to join us, Yingtai. You saved my ass. Thanks.”
“Where’d you go?” Smith asked.
“I went on a quest after you left the chamber,” she answered. “I meant to shout to you before you left, but you guys were in such a hurry…to count your loot, no doubt. I found a secret door and made my way into an old prison. A place of horrors. I rescued a princess. Meet Princess Jara. She’s a friend.”
The group greeted her, and Yingtai explained the quest she’d accepted. She urged her fellow platoon members to take it as well. “We’re going in that direction anyway, and as you can see, she’s a powerful ally.”
Everyone agreed that it made perfect sense to accept. Next, they discussed what to do with the Sigtrygg hostage.
“We should end him quickly,” Sanjay said.
“What if we can learn something?” Dale asked.
“It’s like you said in the guard chamber,” he answered. “We won’t know if what he says is the truth, and believing something that is a lie is more damaging than being ignorant.”
“I see,” Dale said. He paced. “I don’t know that I disagree with you.”
“If you did, you’d be disagreeing with yourself.”
“Perhaps I can help?” Princess Jara asked. She materialized a small bottle that contained a purplish colored potion. “Have him drink this.”
Smith and Sanjay used brute force to make the hostage drink the potion. It wasn’t pretty to watch.
“What is your name, creature?” Jara asked.
“I am…” he stuttered. “Please, no…”
Smith kicked him in the ribs. “Answer the princess!” he shouted.
“I am Toe Pak Kim,” he said.
“From where do you come?” Dale asked.
“A faraway world,” he said.
“Why do you fight here?” Dale dropped to a knee and looked the hostage in the face.
“I only follow orders,” he said. “I don’t know why we are here, only that we are seeking an important jewel.”
“A jewel?” Jara said while she approached the hostage to get a closer look at him. Dale could feel the magic she was projecting. He stepped back, feeling a wave of nausea and a distinct desire to confess something to Amy.
“I’m not sure I trust her,” Amy whispered.
Dale was about to ask her why when the hostage spoke.
“I’ve said too much, Princess,” he said. “What you ask of me is treason. Kill me quickly and let me die in honor.”
“One more question, soldier, and I shall grant your request. Tell me who has the jewel you seek and where your faction believes it is hidden.”
He struggled.
Smith kicked him in the ribs.
The princess brought out a long small-bladed dagger that glowed with an orange hue. She held it to his throat. “This knife will make your death feel like a thousand years of punishment. Speak now, before my patience is tested and breaks like a faulty bowstring.”
“Our spies told us that Princess Talargo is holding the jewel,” he admitted. “She’s fled to the mountains, seeking a castle. That is all–”
The princess didn’t wait for him to finish his sentence; she drove the blade through his chin, up into his brain. He died instantly.
“You sent him to a thousand years of pain?” Dale asked. He flashed on his own suffering in death.
“No, my friend,” she said. “That was merely a bluff. The information he gave was all that we could hope to attain. No intelligent leader would allow their troops to know more, and anything else he might have said would have been a lie, or at least, nothing we could trust. Knowing that an important jewel exists here on Almaach, and that the Princess Talargo has one, is enough. We must make it to Irkalla. And quickly!”
The group agreed that heading back to base as fast as possible was the best course of action.
With Sargent Dyfrig dead, Dale became the ranking member of the platoon. He still felt funny about being in charge of others, but he decided that heading back to the base and avoiding trouble was a prudent course of action.
They had a powerful ally in the princess, so he felt confident.
When they returned to their initial entry spot into the forest, Dale suggested they camp.
“It was only this morning that we were here,” Amy said. “Seems like longer.”
“I agree,” Sanjay said.
“It’s nearly nightfall,” Dale said. “We’ll be safer here, inside the woods, than out in the open, I think. Especially with all those herding beasts, which could trample us to death in the dark.”
“It is as you speak,” Jara said. “A pair of hunters approaches.”
The group took defensive positions, armed themselves, and prepared to go into battle again.
“Behold the mighty hunters!” Tom shouted.
Kim walked with him, her arm in his, a smile on her face.
“It’s only Tom and Kim,” Dale said. “Part of our platoon.”
“Lovers,” Jara said. “Cute. Is that all?”
Dale looked at the princess. “There are two others who may join us. Or not.”
“Do you think I want to stay up here all night?” a female voice said from the treetops.
Rikuto walked out from behind shrubbery. “Come down, Emi,” he said. “It’s all clear.”
Emi dropped from the tree.
“We’ve been here all along, but we wanted to make sure your elf companion was a friend and hadn’t captured you. Or something worse,” Rikuto said.
“Good thinking,” Amy acknowledged.
Tom dropped a suckling razordillo to the ground and asked the princess if she knew of any danger if they started a fire.
“I don’t sense anything dangerous nearby,” Jara said. “We can build a fire inside that circle of stones just behind me, near the elms. You soldiers are so loud that whether you have a fire or not is of little consequence. Anything near us already knows you’re here. And if they can’t hear you or see you, they can smell the sex on you.”
Kim blushed.
“I’ll be quieter,” Sanjay said, embarrassed.
“Yeah, you’re the real problem child around here.”
“Galina?” Tom asked.
“Sorry,” Smith answered. “She and the LT fell in a dungeon.”
“I should have been there,” Tom said in a quiet voice. He knelt and began to dress the razordillo.
“We should be safe tonight,” Jara said, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “Nevertheless, I’d suggest posting a guard. I have a guard ward I can use. In the meantime, I have not had roasted razordillo in…I don’t know how long. An eternity, it seems.”
“I’ve never had it,” Sanjay said.
“We know you’re a virgin,” Tom teased.
“Tom,” Kim said, “be nice.”
The night turned chilly, but the skies were clear, and there was no wind. The platoon slept on the ground, wrapped in army blankets.
Dale and Amy talked about the stars.
“I swear I recognize that group,” Dale said. “But it’s not one from Earth.”
“Maybe it’s just pattern recognition,” Amy said.
“No, I’m sure I’ve seen a star chart…”
Dale fell asleep holding her hand, the night passing without threats except for those inherent in love, the greatest risk the universe or any god had yet devised.
 



Chapter Thirty
But those mine enemies, which would not that I should reign over them, bring hither, and slay them before me.
~ Yeshua ben Yosef
After first light, when the sun began to warm the forest, the group marched back toward the base. The way there was through rolling grasslands spotted with an occasional grouping of trees.
Off in the distance, a dust cloud rose, likely a herd of Wildebai. Vultures circled in the sky, reminding Dale to remain vigilant. Where there was carrion, there would be scavengers. He suspected predators must also be lurking nearby. Wherever herds of herbivores lived, carnivores hunted them.
After a few hours of marching, Dale ordered a short break under the spread of a shade tree.
“Princess, there must be predators – something that eats those Wildebai,” Dale said. “What kinds of large hunters exist in this world?”
“You’re correct,” Jara said. “We have many such predators. Canines and reptiles on the plains. Dragonlings stay in the mountains and the forests,” Jara answered.
Emi jumped. “Something approaches!” she shouted in alarm.
They stood together and formed a defensive position with their shields up and their swords, spears, and bows at the ready. A group of dwarfish hunters riding on rhinos approached. They numbered twenty-two and were well armed. The riders formed a semicircle. The leader – or at least the warrior whom Dale assumed was the leader – approached. He was mounted on the most enormous rhino of the group, which was covered in copper and bronze armor, and had white and red paint covering the exposed parts of its body.
He rode to within a few meters of the group and spoke in a deep voice. “What business do you have in the Plains of the Ruoho?”
The princess answered, “We are peaceful travelers heading to Irkalla. Let us pass in peace, and I shall speak a blessing on your hunt.”
“What is that strange creature?” He pointed his spear at Tom, who appeared very out of place in his bat avatar.
“He is a stranger to our lands,” the princess answered. “I’m only just beginning to understand that a great war is coming. I have been a prisoner in the dungeons of Muschi Kuningas for some time. How long, I have not yet determined. Perhaps you, mighty hunter, could help me. Do you know of the Great King Thorn Talargo the Third?”
“The dungeons of Muschi Kuningas?” he asked. “I thought such a place was a legend. A story to scare children. King Thorn the Third, well, his time passed long before even the time of my grandfather. You were a prisoner for many years, my lady. Tell me, strangers, what is this war the princess speaks of?”
Dale took a couple of steps towards the hunter. He was the ranking member of the platoon, so he felt he might as well speak. “It is called the Nagant War. Our enemies are called the Declanians, and we are called the Klaharnians,” Dale said. “Perhaps we can become allies and mutually benefit from exchange and trade?”
“Perhaps, young one, perhaps,” the leader said. “I would have to hear from these Declanians first before pledging my allegiance to you. Both armies in a conflict will describe the other as evil, so how can an outside observer know?”
“I can–”
“Our people have not warred for many centuries,” he said. “We’d like to keep our lands peaceful.”
“You’re wise,” Dale said.
The leader looked to Jara. “Speak your blessing, then, my lady, and go in peace.”
The princess began a beautiful chant. Her voice, sweet, low, and powerful, charmed the hunters.
Dale felt a soothing, calm sensation fill his mind.
Jara outstretched her hand and sent an enchantment over the hunters that buzzed and crackled with energy.
The lead hunter bowed his head, spun his rhino around, and marched off with his troop.
“You came close to death,” the princess said.
“What?” Dale looked at her with a weird grin. “It seemed to go pretty well. Why do you think that?”
“The Rauha are a neutral race,” she said. “They believe that to go to war is to admit failure.”
“Not so much like the Russians,” Tom said.
“Or the Japanese,” Emi said. “At least historically.”
“Well, fuck me,” Sanjay said, “if we’re going to talk about aggression, we can’t leave out the States–”
“Hey!” Smith said. “You got all tough there and said a bad word, Sanjay.”
“Oh, sorry,” Sanjay said. “I get upset when people leave out the old American hegemony when they’re discussing worldwide aggression.”
“I don’t think he meant for you to apologize,” Kim said. “It’s okay to be upset once in a while.”
“Your offer to become allies with them could have been seen as an offer to plunge them into a war they want nothing to do with,” Jara continued. “I believe he forgave your ignorance because you’re a stranger.”
“Good thing,” Dale said. “I didn’t mean any harm.”
“Yes, but he did signal his men, and they were poised to kill you with a flick of his hand. Be wise, young Dale, and learn the ways of other cultures before you try to negotiate with them. You’ll live longer, my friend.”
Dale, slightly embarrassed, thanked her. “Five minutes, platoon, and we march,” he ordered.
They made the rest of the journey without incident and, once at the base camp, were forced to wait a day for repairs and equipment restoration.
Lieutenant Brinkmann, Sergeant Dyfrig, and Private Galina eventually made the trip down the new space elevator.
Dale was happy to see them. “Well, you’re in charge again, Lieutenant,” he said. “And you can have it.”
Later that night, when they were alone, Dale explained the business of the jewel to the lieutenant.
“Hmm,” Brinkmann said. He paced for a moment, thinking to himself. “Don’t speak of this to anyone else.”
“Okay,” Dale agreed.
“I’m going to pass this information upstairs. Good job, Dale.”
The base camp was a crowded mess.
People, animals, professional avatars, personal avatars, NPCs indistinguishable from PCs, battle mounts, flair mounts, pets, and a plethora of sounds, smells, and colors tested the limits of Dale’s senses.
There were tents set up everywhere, which included ones with military purposes, as well as the king’s operations and merchants hawking wares, and enterprising locals selling exotic foods in makeshift restaurants.
Anything and everything imaginable was for sale: magical potions of dubious value, weapons, tools, and souvenirs, as well as clothes, appliances, charms, jewelry, and magical implements.
Smells hung in the air that at one moment delighted the senses, while in the next could make a diseased city rat disgusted.
Dale wondered how a construct could be so realistic; everything was designed so well to the smallest details, including the trash and the bugs.
Shepherds herded strange livestock through the camp.
Candy sellers displayed fresh taffy, warm peanut butter brittle, and every flavor of chocolate truffle imaginable. Dale discovered a guava-papaya-pecan dark chocolate truffle with the slight essence of twenty-five-year-old Scotch.
“This flavor is older than you,” Tom said. “It’s good, but I prefer vodka.”
“Vodka doesn’t have a real flavor,” Smith pointed out.
“It does to Russians,” Tom grunted.
“I’ve found the second thing on which Tom and I agree,” Galina said. “I think I could live here forever.”
“Me too,” Emi said. “Let’s explore together?”
As they walked off hand in hand, Tom started to make a joke, but he stopped. It seemed that the wonder of the marketplace had even gotten to him.
“Come on,” Kim said. “Let’s explore too!”
He took her hand, and they disappeared into the crowd, which contained every variation of elf, dwarf, and humanoid imaginable, along with troops from the starship Jabez. The entire scene could have been transplanted to any third-world city on Earth and it would have fit right in, if not for the bizarre races and unusual animals.
One merchant sold a roasted vegetable that looked similar to corn, only it was orange and was served with a buttery substance that looked like blood.
“I think I’ll pass,” Dale said.
“Don’t knock things you’ve never tried,” Smith said.
“Does that explain why you were knocking on my pod in the middle of the night?” Rikuto asked.
“He jokes,” Smith said. “Yes. Next time don’t squirm so much.”
“Boys are disgusting,” Amy said.
“That’s true, mostly,” Dale said. “But I’m not so–”
“Get a bunk,” Sanjay said.
“It’s get a room, you dork,” Smith said. “If you’re going to make a joke–”
“I’ll be in my bunk?” Sanjay tried.
“Jesus!”
The troops and most of the Jabez crew had been given a two-day pass, thanks to the dragon snafu.
“They let everyone out,” Smith observed.
“Except the officers,” Sanjay said. “I sometimes think they’re all NPCs and don’t care about having fun.”
“Yeah, when we get back, it’ll be like this: ‘Open the pod bay door, Hal.’”
“Huh?”
“‘I’m sorry, Dave,’” Rikuto added. “‘I’m afraid I can’t do that.’”
“You need to get out more,” Smith said.
“I’m confused,” Sanjay said.
“It’s from an old American film–”
“Don’t explain it,” Smith said. “It loses all it’s–”
“Come on, boys,” Amy said. “Let’s go exploring. You can give Sanjay a film lesson later.”
They walked through the crowded waves of locals. Apparently none of the platoons were sure what their next mission would be. The OP dragon had messed up command, which had created mass confusion.
Princess Jara agreed to wait before heading to Irkalla. “I’ve already waited longer than a dwarf’s lifetime, as it stands. Besides, I haven’t had blood corn in ages.”
The escort mission was shared with the three respawned members, and they planned to leave after their R&R.
Dale, Amy, Smith, Sanjay, and Rikuto wandered the marketplace and bought souvenirs.
As usual, nobody knew where Yingtai had run off to.
The princess told them she’d be busy with personal business after she finished eating a second helping of roasted vegetables.
Kim was with Tom, and Emi was with Galina.
The local copper coin equaled one-hundredth of a gold bar. They’d all obtained enough gold to buy trinkets and eat their fill of strange foods. However, they’d need more quests and the right kind of loot to afford weapon and gear upgrades.
Two kinds of currency existed. One for fun, and the other for in-game upgrades. Paying for wins wasn’t sporting, in spite of the fact that people always said things like “All’s fair in love and war.”
They walked for several hours before Smith reached his limit of shopping and snacking. “I’m headed up to the ship,” he said. “You guys have fun.”
“Come on, Sanjay,” Rikuto said.
“I don’t want to go to the ship yet,” Sanjay said. “I’m still–”
“Idiot.” Rikuto hit Sanjay in the arm.
“Ouch.”
“Come on,” Rikuto said. “Follow me. I’ll hang with you, but look…” He nodded his head towards Dale and Amy, who were holding hands.
“Oh…” Sanjay said. “I didn’t realize I was being a fifth wheel.”
“Third wheel,” Rikuto corrected.
“Huh?”
“Just follow me, Sanjay. Jesus Christ…”
Dale and Amy smiled at Rikuto in an acknowledgment of his social courtesy, and they walked off together holding hands.
Dale smiled so much his face hurt.
Walking together, they sampled various cookies being handed out as free samples to all the tourists. They purposely avoided talking about anything that might break the spell.
“This planet has a lot of beauty,” Amy said.
“It does. Hardly anything on Earth is still as natural and unspoiled, although it’s probably not as dangerous, either.”
“I think the most dangerous things on Earth try their best to convince everyone that they’re not dangerous, but beneficial.”
“You sound like a Lysanderian,” Dale said.
“Well, it’s true,” Amy replied.
“I guess,” Dale said. He remembered listening to arguments presented by the Troth, and things he’d discussed with Brian. They weren’t all terribly wrong sounding, he thought.
“Did you ever see or hear anything about the Troth?”
Amy frowned, looked around like they were under surveillance, and then pointed to a merchant who had belly dancers, music, and mugs of a local beverage that turned rational people into blabbering idiots. “Let’s sit there, where it’s loud.”
Dale followed her, and he only let go of her hand when he pulled out her chair.
An oddly tall dwarf with a red beard and bad teeth approached their table. “My friends,” he said, “would you appreciate to get extremely much drunk or only slightly tanked?”
“Something light?” Dale asked.
“It is early, my young lovers,” he said. “But in war you never know when your next mug, or your next bedding, may prove to be your finish.”
“It’s okay,” Dale said. “Perhaps something that won’t make us sick?”
“As you wish, my friends,” the dwarf said. “If you take a liking to any of the dancers, they are available by the hour, the day, or the week.”
As he walked off, Dale looked at Amy and said, “Well?”
“They approached me. I listened. When the government started executing people, I decided I could do more alive than dead,” she answered.
“I feel the same,” Dale said. “But I didn’t think…”
“You don’t have to say it. I know what you’re thinking. The draft was, well, inconvenient at best. You’d rather be back in Cincinnati, making sculptures, inventing creatures, trying to get your creativity into a new Rhith World. And why not? I had dreams as well. But we wouldn’t have met each other without the war…”
“True. I’m glad I met you,” he said.
“So you see, it all works out.” Amy reached across the table, squeezed his hand, and smiled with bright, hope-filled eyes.
“Friends!” The dwarf returned, set down two mugs, a bowl filled with roasted nuts, and two handwritten menus. “Enjoy,” he said, “and remember, just because it’s not on the menu doesn’t mean I cannot get it for you.”
When the sun began to set, Dale was tired of walking around the markets. Things were starting to look the same. “We should head to the elevator.”
“Yes, my feet hurt,” Amy told him.
“Yours too?” Dale smiled at her. “Mine have been aching for three hours now.”
“You should have said something.”
“I didn’t want to…”
“What?”
“I didn’t want the day to end.”
Amy smiled at him. “Me either.”
They found their way to the elevator and eventually took the ride up, off the planet, into a place that pretended to be safe. Leaving the fascinating world of Almaach behind and entering an intergalactic military troop transport ship was a weird transition, but it was nothing compared to leaving a life of one and entering a life of two.
The first thing Dale realized when he walked out of the elevator into the sterile halls of the ship was that he smelled horrible.
“I need a shower,” he said.
“You think?” Amy winked, smiled, and slugged him in the shoulder.
He pushed her back, gently, letting his hand linger on her back.
“Hey, you’re not exactly fresh yourself,” he said.
“Would you like me to be?” she said with a coy smile.
Dale blushed.
“Well, I guess I could just go to my own pod,” Amy said. “It’s not like I don’t have–”
“Hey, I didn’t say that!” Dale’s face was warm, and he was embarrassed for being embarrassed.
“So, you want–”
“Of course, I mean, yeah, umm,” Dale said. “I’m sorry. I’m not so good at this. Would you?”
“Yes.”
 



Chapter Thirty-One
I can offer you a quest.
~ Unknown elf
The next morning, after he was alone, Dale checked his messages.
Subject: Nojus Quest
To: Brown, Dale
From: Smith, Samuel
We’ve been offered a rare animal quest today in a place called the Valley of the Dragon Scale. If you’ve already made plans, I understand. I want to hear about it.
Dale responded.
Subject: RE: Nojus Quest
I’m available. Amy has a guild quest. Something secret. I’m going to Starbucks.
While Dale stood in line for coffee, Smith walked up and started laughing.
“What are you laughing about?” Dale asked.
“Long night?”
Dale blushed. “What?”
“You look like shit,” Smith said.
“Thanks.” Dale ran his fingers through his messy hair. “I guess I could have showered first, but I needed caffeine.”
“You can have it delivered to your pod in about three minutes.” Smith, apparently, was in the mood to be a ball-buster.
“I know,” Dale said. “But you messaged me, and I felt like getting out. Tell me about the quest.”
“Coffee first; then we’ll talk about your late night questing.”
“What?” Dale turned red and frowned. He sipped his coffee and pretended that Smith wasn’t there.
“You know,” Smith said.
“I’m not a gossip,” Dale replied.
Smith gave him a serious stare. “Still. This is man talk. Don’t be selfish with the details.”
“Maybe later. Not here,” Dale said. “Tell me about our quest.”
“Okay, but I’m going to hold you to that,” Smith said. “Our quest is collecting rare animals in the Valley of the Dragon Scale. We’ll have to buy a couple of basic horse mounts in the market because it’s kind of far away.”
“Sounds good,” Dale said. “Just hit me if I fall asleep. I think I managed thirty minutes last night.”
“You dog!”
 
After Dale showered and put on some clean clothes, they dropped down the space elevator and went to the marketplace to buy a couple of mounts. They purchased the largest horses they could find. Dale figured they’d probably overpaid, but soon enough they’d have a better idea of the local economy and have the ability to negotiate.
Plus, in time, they’d have more gold.
Smith had emailed Dale a map from the Nojus guild.
Dale: Ërin, can you keep a small map icon in my upper left vision?
Ërin: Oh, you’re speaking to me again?
Um. You’re jealous?
Of course not. I don’t have feelings.
Doesn’t sound that way.
Just my programming, handsome. Lucky.
It sounds like you’re pouting.
I don’t have a mouth.
Just give me the map.
Done.
And warn me if anything looks dangerous.
You got it, tiger.
God…
They reached the valley after several hours of riding.
They dismounted and hiked following a map that earlier travelers had uploaded to the guild. Much of the valley was unknown territory. The Nojus guild had also uploaded a summary of the beasts that had been captured on Almaach already. It included forty-three reptiles, fourteen birds, six mammals, twenty-seven insects, six fish, and thousands of bacteria and viruses.
They used the best stealth and camouflage they could manage while staying in their personal avatars, which was the way to obtain the highest bonuses and skill upgrades.
Their professional avatars with super hearing, eyesight, or other skills could capture a creature a lot easier, but the fun was to catch them using their humant-avatars using patience and perhaps a bit of cunning.
Their expectation of getting anything super rare was low, as this was their first time out. But, like in all journeys, they knew that they had to start somewhere.
Dale spotted a small lizard with a blue stripe.
Ërin: They’ve got that one.
Dale: Thanks, Ërin. How about if I see something that’s been collected already, you highlight it in red. If it’s not on the list, highlight it in blue.
Done.
Smith whispered to Dale, “I see a little squirrel-like creature. Careful.”
“I see it.” It was highlighted in blue.
They sneaked around the trees, careful not to step on any branches or make any other noise. Dale held up a net attached to a pole, and Smith did the same.
They’d agreed to do the best to each catch the same number of animals. If one of them caught something, the next creature would go to the other guy. The little brown squirrel was their first attempt, so it was up for grabs.
Forest Squirrel
Level 1
A small mammal. Tasty in a stew.
Dale tiptoed toward the little animal, feeling kind of stupid trying to scoop up a harmless level one creature. But it was part of a larger quest to collect all the animals available. The Nojus guild had plans to build a zoo, and even a tiny forest squirrel was as crucial as any other animal for it to have a complete collection.
Smith lifted his index finger to his mouth. “Shhhh,” he said, pointing to the right. He mimed himself sneaking around, chasing the animal, and guiding it towards Dale.
Dale gave him the thumbs-up.
The squirrel saw Smith and jumped so fast that Dale almost missed catching it.
But it still ended up in the net.
+100XP
Congratulations!
You have caught your first animal in the Nojus Guild Collect Rare Animals Quest.
Sneak Skill Increased: Level Beginner Achieved.
Hint: Little animals are eaten by medium animals, which are eaten by big animals.
Bonus: Chasing tail twice in twenty-four hours, +1 Stat Point to Charisma!
Dale put the squirrel in a little cage and placed that into his space-folding backpack. “I struck first, so you’re up.”
“Okay,” Smith said. “But I don’t even have a woman picked out yet.”
“Jesus…”
They continued walking, and the forest became darker and more ominous. While they’d been staying purposefully on a trail, Dale suggested they pick a spot to leave the path. “I think we’ll have a better chance of capturing something more interesting if we hunt in undisturbed places.”
“Probably,” Smith agreed.
They came across a small game track. Dale saw birds, lizards, butterflies, and a few small mammals, but Erin highlighted them in red each time.
Smith tapped him on the shoulder. “Back me up,” he whispered, and approached a small snake coiled on a rock. The reptile had found the one spot where a little ray of sunlight had broken through the canopy of the forest, and was sunning itself. Dale examined the serpent.
Emerald Adder
Level 3
A small reptile.
Attack style: Biting. Venom.
Smith almost missed the snake, but on his second try, he snagged a noose around its head and pulled a cord that tightened it. The snake coiled, squirmed, and twisted, but it was caught. He put the reptile in a cage, asked Dale if he was ready to take a little break, and put the cage into his backpack.
“I could use a drink,” Dale said.
They sat, their backs against trees, talking about animals and their dreams of helping build the biggest zoo in history.
“Does Amy love animals too?” Smith asked.
“I think so,” Dale said. “We haven’t really talked about it.”
“What kind of guild quest did she go on today?”
“I don’t know. It was a secret. Or she didn’t want to tell me,” Dale answered. “She’s really talented.”
“You got it bad…”
“What?”
“You know what I mean.” Smith laughed. “Don’t worry about it. I understand. Far from home on a lonely planet, love blossoms.”
“Stop.”
“So did you?”
“I’m not a gossip.”
“Nobody is going to know but you, me, and the trees. Spill your secrets.” Smith looked at him with friendly eyes.
“Okay.”
Smith wasn’t going to let up. “Okay, what?”
“We did.”
“Nice!”
“Don’t say anything,” Dale said. “I never should have told you.”
“Guy’s honor, dude,” Smith said. “Cool for you. She’s super cute.”
“Yeah, well, find your own girlfriend.”
“She’s your girlfriend now?” Smith asked in an incredulous voice. “You’ve known her, what, about a day?”
“Well…” Dale was embarrassed again. “I guess she’s not my official girlfriend. I mean – I don’t know – could we drop the subject? Jesus!”
“Let’s go find some pets or mounts,” Smith said. “Maybe a quest will show up somewhere in the valley.”
Red-faced and flushed, Dale couldn’t start hiking soon enough.
After another two hours of catching small reptiles and mammals, they approached a village. An elf met them at the gate. He was dressed in light clothing and carried no weapons. He seemed friendly.
“Hello, travelers,” the elf said.
“Hello,” Dale said. “We’re looking for a quest to find a mount or a pet. Can you help us?”
“I cannot, but I’ll take you to our chief,” the elf said. “Follow me.”
He led them through the village. Elf women worked, elf children played, and a few old elf men sat in rocking chairs and smoked long elf pipes.
The elf leader of the elf village was also an old elf.
He had a wrinkly elf face, which meant he’d lived an extremely long time.
“Greetings, travelers,” the elf leader said.
“Thank you for welcoming us to your elf village,” Smith said.
“We’re seeking a quest to obtain a mount or a pet, or both, if that’s possible,” Dale said. He figured it never hurt to ask for what you want; it had worked pretty well the night before.
“Yes, my friends,” he answered. “I can offer you a quest.”
You have been offered a quest: Capture the Lucky Cat.
Capture and bring the Ji Ba Mao to the village and present the Lucky Journey Cat to our chief.
He will present you with a Wildebai mount upon completion of this quest.
Hint: This quest also has loot drops if you kill the Lamya Snake, the Striped Wolf, or the Leshy, a shape-shifting creature who may appear as a fox, lion, or a bear.
Accept this quest? [Y/N]
They accepted.
The elf gave them a map, and they set off. The trail required them to leave the forest for a short time, enter a box canyon, and dismount to walk the remainder of the way. They hiked into the canyon, past several waterfalls, and entered a small clearing. A boulder had a group of various snakes sunning themselves on it. Dale looked at one of the larger serpents.
Lamya Snake
Level 4
A medium-sized reptile.
Attack style: Biting.
Weapons: None
Magic: Minor in venom.
They each drew their swords.
Smith motioned for Dale to take the right while he took the left.
Dale moved slowly. He held his blade in his right hand with serious intention.
Once Smith navigated to the other side of the rock, Dale moved forward and brought his sword into play.
The sword cleaved the snake in half, and the other snakes went wild. Before Dale knew what was happening, dozens of different serpents slithered out from under the rock.
They chopped and hacked snakes.
Dale took a nasty bite to his ankle from a sneaky one, but he crushed its head under his boot. “Holy crap! That hurt,” he said. “He bit my ankle.”
He didn’t have time to try a healing spell, and besides, he was weak in the healing arts.
Smith had only a small bit of healing skill because he concentrated on tanking, and was too busy killing snakes to stop and take on a support role.
As the dead snakes piled up, he heard a low growl at the edge of the forest. A new creature entered the clearing.
Striped Wolf
Level 5
A canine scavenger. A wolf-jackal-mutt hybrid.
Attack style: Biting. Pack hunter, but mostly a scavenger. Dangerous when defending a kill.
Four wolves approached cautiously, growling, their eyes scanning. They ate the dead snakes lying at the edge of the carnage.
“These snake skins have trading value,” Smith declared. “We need to stop the scavengers!”
“We also have to finish killing the ones attacking us,” Dale said.
Smith chopped faster and faster and faster. “I’ve never beat a snake this long without–”
“Look out!” Dale shouted. “There’s one on your six!”
“Got it,” Smith said as he spun and took the head off a sneaky anaconda.
Dale attempted to keep up, but the twisting, slithering beasts kept pouring out of the ground. The pile of dead ones reached to the top of their boots, and he had to admit that Smith was better at beating snakes.
“I can’t compete with your snake skills,” Dale said.
“Stop trying for accuracy,” Smith said. “No need to get so fancy, just get a rhythm going, and don’t stop until the job’s done.”
Finally, the onslaught ended, and they chopped the last Lamya Snake into pieces.
Smith said, “Holy crap! That’s a lot of dead snakes.”
“Man, I’m wiped out,” Dale gasped.
“No time to rest,” Smith said. “We need to save those skins.”
The striped wolves were still consuming the dead snakes, staying at the edge of the pile, being cautious not to get close enough to be hit by a sword.
When the four beasts saw that Smith and Dale had turned their attention to them, the hair on their dark manes raised. They growled a warning and displayed canine fangs.
Smith brought out a bow, and Dale followed his lead.
They each fired arrows.
+500XP
Killed: Striped Wolf
Dropped: Pelt, finest quality
Both wolves they’d shot died, but the other two lunged.
They stowed their bows and retrieved swords and shields.
A wolf circled Dale.
It growled and drooled.
He followed its eyes. The wolf lunged to his right but went to his left, and Dale barely pushed it away with his shield.
His shove forced the wolf into Smith, and it bit his sword arm.
It wouldn’t let go, and Smith screamed.
Dale lunged, swung his sword as hard as he could, and struck the wolf. Its guts split open, blood splattered everywhere, and masticated serpents spilled onto the ground.
The second wolf lunged.
Dale hit it with his shield while Smith struck it with his sword, and it died.
“Sorry about that,” Dale said.
“Don’t worry,” Smith said. “It was all in the heat of the battle.”
As they retrieved the pelts and snake skins, a new, low growl grabbed their attention.
The Leshy.
“Should we change forms?” Smith asked.
“No, we’ll lose too much of the Nojus bonuses if we do,” Dale said. “Plus, you’re one ugly fucker as an ape.”
“Okay. But that thing is level eight. I can tank better–”
“If we start taking serious damage, go ahead,” Dale said. “I can only do a little more magic as a Zuharah anyway. Let’s try it this way first.”
“You’re the boss.”
“Look out!”
The Leshy rushed out of the forest with incredible speed in the form of a fox, but as it leapt at them it morphed into a black-maned roaring lion.
Dale and Smith moved out of its way as fast as they could manage and lashed out with their swords.
The monstrous cat swatted at them with its long, deadly claws.
They battled back and forth.
Dale tired. “Smith, move back and get your longbow,” he said. “Try ranging while I hold him here!”
“Roger,” Smith said, and backed away from the edge of the fight.
Dale lunged forward to get the lion’s attention. The beast jumped at him, and Dale lifted his shield. The lion landed on top of him and knocked him to the ground. He screamed as it gored him, drawing blood on his abdomen and thighs.
Damn! I really need better armor.
Smith fired a volley of arrows at the lion, which leapt from Dale and lunged toward Smith.
Dale leaped to his feet and chased after it.
It reached Smith before Dale could catch up.
Smith took a brutal swipe. The lion pinned him to the ground and was ripping open his chest before Dale baited it to attack him instead.
He moved backward, away from Smith, hoping to give him time to recover.
The lion outclassed Dale. A level eight beast was really too much to fight by himself. He tired, fell to his knees, and struggled to hold his shield up.
He was bleeding profusely, causing him to wonder if the lion would eat him when he died.
A dark blur flashed in front of Dale.
A great ape grabbed the lion.
Smith had healed himself, changed into his Sagittalian avatar, and attacked the cat before Dale became the lion’s lunch. Sure, they’d lose the Nojus bonuses, but that was better than dying.
The ape wrestled the lion.
They struggled against each other using claws and teeth that sent fur and blood flying.
Dale switched his weapon from a sword to a bow.
It made sense to change into his Zuharah avatar so that he could heal himself and use the little bit of imbuing magic he had available. Dale fired an arrow and hit the lion, which disengaged from Smith and leapt at him. He didn’t have time to retrieve his sword, and as he nocked another arrow, the lion changed into a giant bear.
Dale fired an arrow, which slowed the bear for only a moment, but long enough to switch to his shield and longsword.
The angry bear ran straight at him and splintered the shield into pieces.
Dale swung his sword at its head, but the beast had a tough skull, and the blow barely accomplished anything other than to piss it off even more.
The giant monster roared in fury.
Dale hit the bear again and again.
Smith approached from the rear with a spear. He rammed the shaft deep into the creature’s flesh. It fell back onto the spear, which caused more damage, and it howled in pain.
Dale took advantage of the opening with a two-handed sword attack and hacked at the bear’s head.
Smith followed Dale’s example, and the massive animal succumbed to its injuries.
+800XP
Killed: Leshy
Dropped: Great Bear pelt, most excellent quality
Dropped: Great Bear canine tooth, magically enchanted
Dropped: Black-mane Lion pelt, finest quality
Dropped: Red-Silver Fox pelt, masterful quality
Beast Hunting Skill Increased: Beginner Level Achieved.
As you grow in this skill, you’ll be able to track and hunt rare creatures for fun and profit.
Hint: The best rewards come when you can capture the most dangerous beasts alive for inclusion in the Nojus Quest.
System Message: As a penalty for using your professional avatar, a 25% loss on all Nojus Quest Bonuses applies to this quest.
“Well, that sucked,” Dale said.
“We’re alive and we got a great loot drop. Be happy.”
“True.”
They rested, healed, and ate a refreshing meal.
“Let’s try that stream over there,” Dale said.
“Okay.”
They walked to a brook that spilled into a waterfall and a little pond.
Dale got to his knees and smelled the water.
Dale: Ërin?
Ërin: You have a water-testing potion.
I do?
Yes, standard issue. In your military pack. I’ll highlight it.
Dale uncapped the potion and dropped one drop of the green liquid into the pool of clear water.
The waters of this pool are safe to drink!
Dale put his mouth to the water and drank deeply.
Water Magic Skills Increased: Clueless Level Achieved.
As you grow in Water Magic, you’ll find new and inventive ways to heal and charm your friends.
Hint: Water Magic works in reverse for some tasks.
Investigation Skills Increased: Lacking Level Achieved.
As you grow in skill investigating elements on Almaach, you’ll find clues, caches, herbs, minerals, gems, and other helpful items in the environment.
Hint: No design is accidental, but some things are beautiful for beauty’s sake.
After drinking, he filled his water bottles and sat to rest.
A trout jumped and splashed in the pool.
Dale: Ërin?
Ërin: Yes, Dale, you have a small fishing pole in your standard-issue military pack. Don’t you ever study?
That’s what I have you for.
Yes, darling, I’m forever at your service.
Dale cast a lure into the pond and sat next to Smith, who was too tired to care about fishing. After twenty minutes the fish bit his line. It put up a bigger struggle than he’d expected, but he managed to reel the trout to the shore.
“Can you get a net?” he asked.
Smith retrieved a net, held it over the water, and Dale guided the fish into it.
A cat appeared and meowed.
Ji Ba Mao
Level 7
A magical cat. Gives gifts. Loves fish.
Smith took the fish out of the net and removed the hook.
He put his index finger to his mouth and motioned for Dale to be silent. He set the fish on the ground, mimed walking away from the fish, and pointed to his net.
Dale, who got the hint, brought his net out as well.
Smith lifted it above his head.
Dale did the same.
They stood still and silent, like statues, and watched the feline.
When it moved, ever so slightly, Dale stiffened and hoped it didn’t notice.
The cat sniffed the air and looked around. Detecting no danger, it pounced on the fish and began vigorously licking.
The boys dropped their nets onto the cat.
+1000XP
Congratulations!
You have captured a Ji Ba Mao Lucky Cat!
Dropped: Book of Earth Magic
Dropped: 1-Carat Lucky Pearl, exquisite quality
Dropped: Gingo, a loyal golden retriever
Hint: Gingo will bring you warm companionship, good fortune, and she is capable of tracking. And never forget: Having a puppy is a great way to attract women!
Capturing Pussy Skill Increased: Inept Level Achieved.
As you grow in this skill, you may wish you hadn’t.
Hint: You have acquired your first pet: additional pet quests have been unlocked. Proceed with caution; not all pets are beneficial to your long-term health.
 
Dale and Smith returned to the village. They paid their respects and gave the lucky cat to the elfin leader to complete their quest.
+2000XP
Congratulations!
You have completed the Ji Ba Mao Lucky Cat Quest!
+1 Stat Point to Charisma when encountering elves.
Reward: You’ve received a Wildebai Mount.
Reward: You’ve received a Water Magic Book.
Reward: You’ve received a 1-carat elfin gem, Vermillion Diamond, Most Exquisite Quality
After thanking the villagers for their hospitality, they mounted their Wildebai and headed back to the Jabez.
“That was profitable,” Dale said.
“What?” Smith asked.
“The quest,” he answered. “It was profitable. I got a good loot drop. You aren’t happy?”
“Yes,” Smith said. “It was good, but I’m really anxious to get back.”
“Oh, why’s that?”
“Nothing, I just mean–”
“Don’t say nothing–”
“I got a charm…” Smith sounded embarrassed.
“And?” Dale asked.
“Capturing Pussy Charm,” Smith said. “From the cat.”
“I see.”
“The night’s young, Dale,” Smith said. He smiled, kicked his Wildebai, and rode hard all the way back.
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
Can’t you see I’m eating pizza, human?
~ Gingo
After Dale returned home from a hard day of slaughtering snakes, he showered, shaved, and put on fresh clothes in time to meet Amy for pizza and beer.
“How was your quest?” she asked.
He smiled. “I had a good day with Smith, but I’m happy to be back.”
“My day went well, but I can’t talk about it,” she said, returning his smile. “Guild rules.”
“You’d have to kill me if you told me?”
She frowned. “Let’s talk about your quest. You and Smith went on a Nojus Quest for animals, right?”
He nodded. “No secrets there. We caught a few, nothing super rare, but they count towards the zoo quest the guild has. You know, to try to get every animal in the universe.” Dale laughed. “You’d probably need an entire planet to be the zoo.”
“Maybe that’s their plan,” Amy said.
“You think?”
“Could be,” she said. “There are thousands of planets with undeveloped but evolved life. Like Earth a few million years ago, or a hundred million years. Even a billion. Dinosaurs, massive mammals…you know better than I do.”
“A zoo planet would be awesome. Hey, speaking of animals,” Dale said, and looked around to see if any officers were present. “Look.”
He brought out his pet. “It’s Gingo; she’s my new dog.”
“Ooooh. She’s sooooo cute!”
Gingo jumped onto the table, grabbed the pizza, leapt to the ground, and greedily ate whole slices in single gulps.
“Hey, you!” someone yelled. “No pets in here. Don’t you know the rules?”
“Sorry,” Dale said. “She means well. Excuse us. Gingo, come!”
The golden retriever looked at him like he was the biggest idiot on the planet. Her face seemed to say, “Can’t you see I’m eating pizza, human?”
“Come!” Dale said again, with more force.
Gingo ignored him and ate another slice.
Dale stood, walked to his new four-legged best friend, and patted her on the head. “You’re a good girl, but you have to go back to sleep.”
“You’re going to get in trouble if you’re not careful, Dale,” Amy said. She gave them both a wide smile. “I like your pet. I’ll have to get one myself, but I’ve been busy with guild business, and, you know…” She blushed.
Dale blushed too.
He ordered another pizza and a pitcher of Hite Exfeel.
When the beer arrived, Dale filled two frosty mugs.
“A toast,” Dale said, lifting his drink.
“To?” Amy asked.
“To us,” Dale said, making eye contact, his heart beating like the hooves of a charging warhorse.
“Is there an us now?” Amy asked, lifting her mug.
“Why not?”
“That’s not very romantic,” she said.
“You’re right,” he said. “I’m not very good at this kind of thing. Would you be my, like my, I mean, umm…”
“Your girlfriend?” she asked.
“Yeah.” Dale blushed again. “I’m sorry. I’m nervous.”
“It’s okay,” she said, and tapped his mug with hers.
“Would you be my girlfriend?” he managed without wavering.
“Yes,” she said. Amy winked, sipped her beer, and broke into an ear-to-ear grin.
Dale took a deep swallow and for a brief moment understood the deepest mysteries of the universe.
They went to see a movie after dinner. Dale felt like a new person while on a date. He thought that maybe this war thing might turn out okay after all.
After the movie was over, they walked hand in hand down a long corridor, and when they were alone, Amy kissed him on the cheek.
“Do you want to come over to my pod?” she asked. “It’s tastefully decorated with white walls, white carpet, a computer, a bed…”
“Sounds unique,” he said.
She smiled. “I guess it’s about as unique as yours. I wonder if anyone would care if we hung decorations on the walls.”
“They’re kind of boring,” he said. “But the world is so colorful that maybe it’s good to have a break from so much stimulation.”
She grinned. “If you don’t want stimulation, you’d better not come–”
“Oh, I’m coming–”
An hour later, while dreaming of puppies and carefree summer days, an annoying alarm buzzed somewhere in the recesses of Dale’s mind. He woke, and being careful not to disturb the beauty sleeping on his arm, he sat up and stretched.
Ërin: Dale, sorry to wake you, but command is sending a message marked urgent.
Dale: Crap.
Sorry, big guy. Duty calls.
Can you read it to me?
Sorry. Command rules. You have to go to your pod. Alone. I’m not allowed direct access to these messages.
But you can read them over my shoulder?
Yup.
Shit.
I know, you were finally sleeping well, and having such nice dreams.
You can see my dreams?
She stirs.
Amy reached out and put her hand on Dale’s chest. “What’s wrong?”
Dale explained to Amy. “I’ll message you right away if I don’t have to run off somewhere.”
Back in his pod, he sat at his desk, scanned his retina, and opened his email account.
Subject: Private Message
To: Brown, Dale
From: Command
Corporal Brown,
Your presence is required immediately in section A-234c.
Hint: Immediately means now!
That was it?
That was the message?
Dale asked Erin to highlight the way, and he headed off, wondering what could be so important in the middle of the night. Wondering made him anxious, and feeling anxious made him more anxious.
Ërin: It doesn’t help to worry.
Dale: I know.
Your vital signs are spiking.
You monitor my…
Of course, and you should have seen–
Stop!
Sorry, I’m just fascinated with the whole concept of a body, hormones, chemistry…
It’s probably overrated.
That’s not what you thought when–
No!
Up there, the door on the left.
Dale opened the door. A corporal with a name tag that identified her as Cassandraler, Nancy, sat at a metal desk. She looked up from her work and greeted him. “Hello, Corporal Brown.”
“Um. Hi,” he said. “I’m here for a meeting?”
“Yes. I’ll let them know you’re–”
A huge man walked through the door at the other end of the room and yelled, “Goddammit! Private Brown!”
Dale shrank. “Um, it’s Corporal Brown…sir!”
“Goddammit! Brown, you pimply-faced idiot! Don’t you know any better than to correct an officer?”
“Sorry, sir,” Dale managed.
Captain David Beck walked out behind the other captain.
“Dale, get your ass in here,” Beck commanded. “I’ve heard you had a pet in a common area. You’re in deep shit, Corporal. Get in here before Kelvão eats you.”
“Sir?”
“Captain Kelvão Aquino. He’s obviously hungry, Brown.”
Dale looked at the other captain. He looked seven feet tall and famished.
Dale entered the conference room with his eyes down and wondered how much trouble he’d caused. When he brought his gaze off the floor, he found himself staring straight into the piercing eyes of Captain Redding.
He gulped.
“Corporal Brown,” she said, “sit.”
Dale couldn’t help blushing. His heart rate jumped again. “Yes, sir.”
Dale sat in the lone chair opposite Captain Redding. He tried to figure out what to do with his hands, but wasn’t successful. Redding was as beautiful as ever, and he felt a pang of guilt.
He had a girlfriend now.
But the captain was so…
“Dale! Goddammit!” Captain Aquino yelled again. “Get your eyeballs back in your fucking head. We didn’t bring you up here to ogle Captain Redding.”
“Sorry, sir,” he said. He sat on his hands and then jumped when the door slammed behind him.
“Relax, Dale,” Captain Redding said. Her voice was reassuring. “You’re not in any trouble.”
“I’m not? Sir?” he asked.
“No, this is just a ruse,” the captain said. “Nancy out there is a spy for the Declanians. We leave her in place because it’s easier to know where the spies are, and because we can feed her bullshit. Your dog stunt this evening actually worked out great.”
“Sorry, sir.”
“Forget it. Cute bitch, by the way.”
“Oh, thanks. She’s a golden retriever.”
“I didn’t mean the four-legged one, Dale.” She winked.
“Sir. Ummm. You’re my superior, but–”
“Redding, enough,” Captain Beck said. “Let’s get down to business. Dale, we sent your information up the chain of command. You did good leading the attack on the Declanians and securing a prisoner.”
+800XP
Congratulations!
Your Reputation with Command has grown!
Hint: Avoid accusations of fraternization by using careful consideration before engaging in unevenly ranked copulation.
“I didn’t do it alone. Yingtai is really the one who–”
“You don’t need to explain,” Redding said. “We’ve debriefed her and spoken with Princess Jara. Good job all around.”
Light Arts Skill Increased: Student Level Achieved.
As you grow in the Light Arts – friendship, relationships, bartering, and general social skills – you’ll find your way in the world goes much smoother.
Hint: Do your thing, and remember to smile more.
“So, Corporal Brown, we have a mission for you,” Redding said.
HQ has offered you a quest!
Accompany Princess Jara to Irkalla.
This is a Platoon Quest.
Meet with King Talargo and deliver the news of the Declan Faction’s knowledge of his daughter and the jewel.
You may also accept any new quests the king offers you.
Hint: Ass kissing can help you advance in rank. Just remember to wash afterward.
Accept: [Y/N]
Dale accepted immediately, but then wondered what would have happened if he’d refused the call. Not that he would have turned down such a good opportunity to level up, but it seemed weird that he was even given an option. He was in the military, after all.
Sometimes even Dale thought that he thought too much.
“Dale, are you still with us?” Captain Redding asked.
He quit daydreaming and looked up. “Yes, sir!”
“Okay, Corporal Brown,” Captain Beck said. “Get the hell out of here. I really don’t want you letting your pets out again in an unauthorized area, either. Just for the record.”
“Yes, sir!” Dale stood and saluted.
“Dismissed,” Beck said, and returned the salute.
Captain Aquino gave him a hungry look, and Captain Redding licked her lips.
When Dale returned to his pod, he messaged Amy.
He received an auto-reply that she was unavailable – probably fast asleep.
He tried to fall asleep himself, but he couldn’t help but worry that something, somewhere, somehow, was wrong.
Ërin: You fret entirely too much, stud.
Leave me alone.
Good night, Dale. You’re doing great. Don’t worry so much, honey. You’ll give yourself ulcers.
Dale eventually sank into an uneasy slumber, but his anxiety followed him like a curse.
He dreamt of spiders, death, and broken hearts.
The next morning, after a hasty meal and requisite assembly, Dale descended the space elevator. He felt sick to his stomach, and it wasn’t because of gravity or nervousness about their mission.
Amy hadn’t shown up for morning formation.
Neither had Emi Himura.
The platoon numbered ten instead of twelve, and if the commanders knew why, they weren’t saying.
Dale tried to message Amy again, but her email auto-responded. Her private messaging was turned off as well. He tried to message Emi, only to get the same auto-message. He’d never noticed the two being extra friendly, so he concluded that it had to be a coincidence they were both gone.
But why hadn’t Amy let him know she wouldn’t be accompanying the platoon to Irkalla? He couldn’t imagine any good reason for her to leave and not tell him when to expect her back.
Dale: Ërin, are transfers common?
Ërin: I can’t access that information.
Hell.
Don’t worry. I’m sure it’ll work out.
When the platoon exited the space elevator, Princess Jara was waiting. “Good morning, friends. Shall we begin our journey?”
“Yes,” Lieutenant Brinkmann said. “Let’s go! Mount up!”
Dale hoisted himself onto his Wildebai.
Behind him, the princess rode on a beast that was a mixture of a desert toad and a large reptile. Tom and Kim had the most impressive mounts. Earned during one of their hunting quests, they rode saber-toothed tigers with black armor covered in gold markings.
Dale admitted to himself that he was a little envious.
The trip to Irkalla usually took under two hours. The path was well traveled and heavily guarded because the base camp provided thousands of new customers for the city’s vendors.
When the platoon reached the entrance to Irkalla, they were admitted without a second glance from the city guards. A large sign informed travelers that mounts were not allowed inside the city, and all PVP challenges had to be officially recorded and take place in the proper arenas, not on the streets.
The shopkeepers competed vigorously for business. They called out prices, offered specials, and taunted their competitors. Irkalla had earned a reputation as a city built on commerce, and Dale could see it was true.
When they reached the Palace Guard Tower, he received a notification.
Congratulations!
You’ve completed an important quest: Accompany Princess Jara to Irkalla.
Reward: Book of Fire Magic
Reward: 2-carat Fiery-Red Diamond, Rare Quality
Hint: Uneventful and tedious tasks can be profitable, but sharks swim in peaceful waters, and nature’s most beautiful designs are also the deadliest.
“Well, I guess this part of our adventure is over,” Dale mused.
“We sure pursued that flighty temptress hard,” Rikuto misquoted.
“I’m not sure I understand,” Sanjay whined.
“I think Sanjay’s cute,” Kim opined.
“Aren’t you the sweetest thing,” Galina mocked.
“You guys come very close to breaking the fourth wall,” Smith hammered.
“Well, I think it’s clever,” Lieutenant Brinkmann sang.
“Lizard lovers will be back for more,” Sergeant Dyfrig hissed. “If they know what’s good for them.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
AI isn’t the greatest threat to humanity’s existence; underestimating it is.
~ Iyam Amak
“We have a reception tonight with the House of Talargo,” Lieutenant Brinkmann announced. “You all need to acquire better weapons, armor, and magic. We’re going on a new quest in the morning. Sergeant Dyfrig, do you have anything to add?”
“Don’t get too drunk and try not to get married,” Dyfrig said. “I heard the brothels here are amazing. Dismissssed!”
Dale and Smith walked away together. “What first?” Dale asked.
“I need better armor,” Smith said.
Sanjay called out from behind them. “Hey, guys. Can I tag along?”
“Sure,” Dale answered. He’d been hoping to talk to Smith about Amy, but maybe it would be better if he kept things to himself.
“Where’s Amy?” Sanjay asked. He punched Dale’s shoulder. “You dog.”
“Sanjay,” Smith said. He kept a straight face and spoke in an overly serious tone. “That’s so inappropriate. It’s sexist, and really none of your business.”
“Oh,” Sanjay said. He looked at his feet. “I’m sorry. I was just…ummm. Sorry.”
Dale tried to keep from smiling, but he failed and ultimately laughed so hard he choked on his spit.
“Dude,” Smith said. “Lighten up. I was screwing with you.”
“Oh.”
“Come along Sanjay,” Smith said. “Dale was about to tell us all about last night.”
“No I wasn’t.”
“Dick.” Smith stopped walking. “You seriously don’t know what happened to her?”
“No. She obviously had something important to do,” Dale answered.
“A secret mission,” Sanjay said. “Wow, cool. I need better armor and upgraded spear tips if I can find them.”
“We’re headed to look for armor first,” Dale said. “But I imagine you can find anything in this town.”
“Except Amy, I suspect,” Smith said.
“Asshole.”
They went into shops and compared prices and quality.
Unlike a traditional MMO, the stores on Almaach were all run by different shopkeepers and the items and their cost varied from location to location.
Dale ran his hands over a set of matching armor that caught his eye.
“You have good taste, master soldier,” a handsome elf said.
“What’s the material?” Dale asked.
“Dragonling hide,” the shopkeeper answered. “It’s the strongest and most durable material you can buy in this price range. And it’s capable of being enchanted. Would you like to try it on?”
Dragonling Hide Body Armor
Level 10, Matching Set, +5 Stat Points to Vigor when worn.
Resilience: Medium
Quality: Excellent
Magical attributes: 0/15
Durability: 25/25
Wiki: [Lore] [Strengths] [Weaknesses]
Dale switched from his humant-avatar to his Zuharah character and tried on the armor.
As Dale studied his reflection in a full-length mirror , Sanjay ran his hand down Dale’s arm. “Nice look.”
Dale slapped Sanjay’s hand away. “That’s the kind of shit you need to keep to yourself.”
“Sorry,” Sanjay said. “I was just admiring the—”
“Don’t!”
“Sorry.”
“And quit apologizing so much,” Dale said.
While the armor was expensive, a good offense required a good defense. Besides, Dale wanted to avoid pain as much as possible, so he purchased the set. “I need a new shield, too. A Leshy shapeshifter destroyed my last one.”
“Me, too,” Sanjay said.
After trying on six models, eventually Sanjay found armor he liked. Smith also bought a suit, and the three friends left the shop newly outfitted.
Dale suggested they switch back to their humant-avatars and find an armory.
“I do need a new spear,” Sanjay said.
They found a shop run by an elfin hunter who was willing to take pelts, antlers, claws, skins and other animal products in trade.
Dale and Smith unloaded a stack of pelts and snakeskins.
“These are okay,” the hunter mumbled.
“Okay!” Smith exclaimed.
“Let’s go, Smith,” Dale said. “This trader is a poor judge of—”
“Wait!” The elf smiled and extended his hands palms up. “My friends, you are worthy traders. Please stay and shop. We’ll negotiate a fair value for your fine products.”
They haggled for twenty minutes before landing on an agreeable exchange rate.
Bartering & Trading Skill Increased: Novice Level Achieved.
As you grow in skill you’ll make better deals and be less likely to be cheated.
Hint: Everything is negotiable: goods, services, war, and love. Only true friendship, of all things in the universe, cannot be subjected to barter.
Dale examined the shields, swords, bows, arrows, and knives.
Dark Adder Scale Shield
Level 10, Medium Rondache, +2 Stat Points to Vigor when equipped.
Resilience: Medium
Quality: Most Excellent
Magical Attributes: 0/20
Durability: 25/25
Wiki: [Lore] [Strengths] [Weaknesses]
The shield was round, black, and appeared to be made from a flattened, coiled snake. “How does this shield do on offense?” he asked.
“Nice choice,” the shopkeeper said. “With a bit of enchanting, the shield can uncoil and become a battle pet. When the snake uncoils and attacks, it’s quite effective. Thus the high price.”
Dale negotiated down by throwing in a precious gem.
“Nice,” Sanjay said. “I want one, too.”
“Don’t be a Dale clone,” Smith said.
“I don’t care if you get one too, Sanjay,” Dale said. “Smith’s being a dick.”
“No, you need a pavise, dude,” Smith said. “Better for tanking. Come on, I’ll help you pick something out.”
“I appreciate this so much. You guys are so nice to—”
“Stop!” Dale and Smith said in unison.
“What?” Sanjay asked. “I don’t get it.”
“You’re hopeless…”
Sanjay frowned.
The trio purchased additional items: longbows, arrows, whips, and some silky soft rope.
“Should we get some lotion?” Sanjay asked.
“The fuck! Sanjay,” Smith shouted.
“My hands get chafed,” he said.
“He’s got a point,” Dale said.
They next went in search of a magic shop.
Dale discovered most items were out of his skill range and level, but he was able to buy a few healing potions and one Earth Magic Book.
The shopkeeper explained a few details about the magic on Almaach they were unaware of.
“That’s a lot to learn,” Sanjay said.
“You’ve picked a good avatar for magic,” the shopkeeper said. “So you’d better study.”
Dale picked up a dusty paperback. “What’s this?”
“Brandon Sanderson.”
“Who?”
“Rules of magic,” the shopkeeper answered. “You guys don’t read?”
“Smith reads romance,” Dale said.
“And you bitch about me?” Sanjay said.
“It’s escapism,” Smith said. “Fuck you both.”
“No thanks,” Dale said. “But I can’t speak for him.”
“Tell us more about magic,” Sanjay said to the merchant.
“There are four elemental skills available: Fire, Ice, Water, and Earth. Generally speaking, Fire and Ice are used for damage dealing spells, and poisoning enemies. Water and Earth are for enchanting, healing, protection — that kind of thing.” The shopkeeper picked up a leather bound tome. “Look at this.”
Dale read down the page. The lists and descriptions seemed endless.
Skill Trees: Fire Magic.
Verbti: Fiery torch spells, throwing fire, starting a fire.
Lori: Fireballs, a thrown weapon.
“I’d just as soon stick daggers in my eyes than read all this,” Dale said.
Sanjay frowned. “But, Dale, aren’t you specializing in Fire Magic?”
“Sure,” he said. “But I can pick this stuff up as I go along. Besides, I have Ërin.”
“Who?”
“Never mind,” Dale answered. “Give me a minute alone.”
Dale: Ërin?
Ërin: Yes, dear?
Can you store this stuff for me?
I can, love. As long as you scan the pages, I can see what you see.
Okay, good.
And, by the way, you looked hot in that armor.
Quit.
Kisses.
Dale negotiated a price for the book and scanned the pages.
Amok-Moloch: Dragon’s Breath, a high-level torch that can burn buildings.
Jowang Sin: Dwarf Smelter, a fire magic that defeats ice spells.
Chaac Agni: Rain of Fire.
And so on, for hundreds of pages.
Dale shared the book with Smith.
Sanjay pouted for a moment, but reasoned that he’d better keep up and paid the shopkeeper for his own copy.
“We’re due at the Royal Reception Hall soon,” Smith said. “Let’s find a boarding house so we can clean up.”
The Royal Hall of King Talargo was cavernous and ornately finished. Dale had seen pictures of European churches with masterworks painted on the ceilings, and the hall’s opulence seemed comparable in majesty.
The difference in King Talargo’s castle were that the murals on the walls and ceilings were seemingly alive. Scenes of Almaach appeared in misty windows and clouds on the ceiling frescos swirled and changed colors. Landscapes had rivers with flowing rivers and jumping fish. Meadows contained painted herds, the animals appearing and disappearing in the twinkling of an eye.
Dale and his companions ate so much they could barely move.
“I can’t eat another bite,” Galina said.
“Here,” Sanjay said, handing her a medallion of bacon-wrapped bear. “Try this.”
She tasted the morsel. “I was wrong.”
By the time the speeches began, Dale was too sleepy to keep his eyes open. He forced himself to stay awake and glanced around, and then kicked Sanjay under the table. “Wake up,” he whispered.
Sanjay jumped. “I was asleep?”
“Yes, stay awake,” Dale whispered. “You’ll make us look bad.”
Dale wondered if a magical spell had been cast, but then a hellish chaos broke the monotony.
As King Talargo introduced Princess Jara, an imbued arrow flew over the lasagna table and struck her in the chest. The shaft drove her backward, and she fell to her knees.
Jara clutched the shaft. “It’s poisoned,” she moaned. Her skin began turning green.
The confusion and pandemonium increased when a battle axe sailed through the air, end-over-end, over the dessert and coffee.
At the last possible second Jara ducked behind a heavy oak chair, which deflected the flying axe.
Dale jumped to his feet.
He pushed through the mass of people, who were screaming, shouting orders, and pointing in every direction except the right one.
“Dale!” Smith shouted. “Where are you going?”
“To catch the assassin!”
Dale ran past dozens of painted murals until cold night air hit his face through one of them. He ducked behind it and through an open window, where a figure dressed in black was running down a garden path before disappearing between rows of bushes.
He jumped through the window and entered the sculptured garden maze.
He paused and searched the ground. Noticing faint but discernible tracks to the left, he resumed his pursuit. As he passed a dragon statue, an arrow narrowly missed his head. The magically imbued projectile slammed into a marble sculpture and exploded on impact.
The assassin scrambled up a trellis to a clay-tiled roof.
Dale followed.
He popped his head above the ridgeline, and nearly took an arrow in the face.
The assassin expertly leapt to a neighboring building, and ran along the roofline. The killer was small, light, and fast.
Dale was able to keep up only because he wasn’t wearing armor or carrying any weapons. He pursued his quarry across the roof, and at the end of the building, the assassin jumped to a tree and dropped to the grass below.
Dale followed into the branches. An arrow struck the one he was gripping, and he fell to the ground. He took a moment to recover his senses, and then ran down an alley, hunting for signs of the runner.
The area was deserted.
It seemed everyone had been invited to the reception. But he soon spied another set of eyes watching him from the base of a wall. The assassin turned and climbed a drain spout that led to the roof of the castle.
Dale followed, and grabbed the assassin’s leg.
Someone grabbed his, and pulled him to the ground. A second assassin stood over him with a needle-sharp rapier.
A familiar voice shouted from above. “No! Don’t hurt him.”
“We can’t allow him to pursue us,” Emi said.
Dale felt a confused blend of betrayal and loss.
Apparently the Japanese warrior Emi, and his lover Amy, were partnered in assassination quests. Emi stood above him with her rapier point on his chest while Amy looked down from the edge of the roof with pleading eyes.
A lone figure in black silently approached Amy on the roof and opened her throat in one slice. Blood gushed down her arms, and she dropped in surreal slow motion. Her corpse hit the ground with a thud and her dead black eyes stared into Dale’s.
Dale screamed in anguish and Emi, who had her back turned to the building, spun. A bright red arrow slammed into her chest. She dropped her rapier and whispered, “Take this,” with her final breath, and then died with a gurgle.
Dale closed his eyes and anticipated his own death. Instead, Yingtai’s voice drifted from the roof.
“Never trust a Korean, Dale. Or the Japanese, for that matter,” she said. “Both of these bitches were assassins sent to kill the Princess Jara.”
“No,” he whispered, although he’d seen the truth with his own eyes.
She slid down the drain pipe and dropped catlike to the flagstone alley. “We need to head back to the platoon before anyone comes. You can mourn your loss later.”
Dale reluctantly stood and followed her.
“But, she…”
“You need to grow up.”
Dale picked up the rapier Emi had left behind. PCs don’t drop loot, but Emi had released the weapon before she’d perished.
Thuban Guild: Assassin’s Special Rapier
Level 10, Espada Ropera
Resilience: High
Quality: Extremely Fine
Magical Attributes: 7/30
Durability: 29/35
Wiki: [Lore] [Strengths] [Weaknesses]
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
Mae-do meon-jeo maj-neun ge nas-da. It’s better to get beaten by the whip first.
~ Amy
In the war room of a fortress on the northern coast of Almaach, an admiral reported to his superior, Iyam Amak, the Lord Commander of the Fourteenth Declan Division.
“My Lord,” he said. “Two assassins failed to kill Princess Jara.”
“Interesting,” Amak said. “Is there more to report?”
“Princess Talargo and Princess Jara are both still alive. With the discovery of the assassins our plans have become even more complicated, my Lord Commander.”
“Indeed,” Amak said. She walked to the picture window and contemplated the ocean. When considering complex problems, the apparent emptiness of the sea reminded her that for everything she saw, an invisible complexity lurked beneath the surface.
“The gulls, Admiral,” Iyam said. “Watch them.” She motioned to him. “Join me at the window. Do you see how small and fragile they are?”
“Yes, my Lord,” he answered as he approached.
“And yet they fear neither the shark, nor the dragon,” she said. “I imagine even the gods give them no pause.”
“I suppose that’s true, my Lord.”
“Do you consider their ignorance a blessing…or a curse?”
“I envy their freedom, my Lord,” he answered. “But I live to serve.”
“As do I.” The Lord Commander turned away from the window. “Continue as planned, Admiral. Locate Princess Talargo and secure the Jewel of Sartozel.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
What is unforgettable is unforgivable.
~ Princess Jara
While most of the platoon praised Yingtai for her cunning, Smith attempted to comfort Dale, who was still stunned. Sanjay had the good sense to be quiet.
Dale accepted that Yingtai had acted honorably, but he couldn’t bear to hear the details of how she’d tracked and killed Amy. He couldn’t shake the vision of her throat being slit while he watched.
“I owe you two lives now,” Jara said to Yingtai. “I vow to accompany you on your next quest.”
“I don’t know if it’s allowed,” Yingtai said.
“It’s not only acceptable, Yingtai,” Lieutenant Brinkmann said. “The king has requested it.”
“He has?” Princess Jara blurted, her tone incredulous.
“Yes.” He raised his voice. “Attention, platoon! We’ve been offered a new quest.”
King Talargo offers you a quest!
Protect Princess Talargo.
Locate the princess and protect the Jewel of Sartozel.
Rewards:
Friendly status in the kingdom, 1000 gold bars, 3-carat Deep Blue Emerald of Finest Quality, 3 Magic Books, 1 Royal Mount.
You’ll be granted a Letter of Introduction to the Court of King Moschatel, and be granted safe passage through his kingdom.
Accept quest? [Y/N]
Dale accepted the quest, and made a pact with himself to become ruthless and calculating like Yingtai. Even if he’d had feelings for Amy, he couldn’t deny that she’d walked a dark path and her partner would have cheerfully killed him without a second thought. Now, he couldn’t even be sure that she hadn’t been using him somehow, and that their time together hadn’t been an act.
Smith looked at Dale with concern. “Back in the Mount Dog—”
“I’m over that,” Dale interrupted. “It’s in the past.”
“I know,” Smith said. “But Brian was your friend…”
“My best friend at the time.”
“He told me about your ex.”
“That asshole,” Dale spat. “He had no right.”
“I think he was just trying to—”
“Don’t make excuses for his betrayal,” Dale said. “It was my business if I wanted to talk about it.”
“Sorry.” Smith put his hand on Dale’s shoulder.
“Life sucks sometimes,” Smith said.
Dale wiped away a tear. “I’m fine, and I’ve learned my lesson. Fool me once, you know, that’s one thing. Fool me twice? I’m not going to be fooled again.”
“Okay. We leave early in the morning,” Smith said. “You should get some sleep.”
“Good idea,” he agreed. “I just want to put tonight behind me.” He returned to the inn, and fell into a restless sleep.
 
A woman in hidden in shadows spoke in an unrecognizable voice.
“I love you, Dale,” she said.
“You do?”
“I do.”
“Do you really mean that?” he asked.
“Yes. You’re the only one for me,” she answered.
The woman was still unrecognizable.
“I’ve trusted before, and lost,” he said.
“I know, Dale,” she said. “This time’s different.”
There was no response, only more silence filled the void.
“Who are you?” he asked after an indeterminate time had passed.
“It’s never different,” a female voice stated in the dark. “Is it, Dale?”
The world went black until morning.
The platoon left Irkalla at first light. Riding his wildebai, Dale didn’t feel much like a victorious warrior heading into battle; he felt like shit.
“Snap out of it,” Smith advised.
“You’re right.” Dale gave his mount a kick and settled in behind Kim. She looked at him but didn’t smile.
Ërin: Worry is an expensive luxury for a warrior.
Dale: I’m not in the mood.
Sergeant Dyfrig led the platoon riding his battle armored giraffe. Galina was next on a multi-colored unicorn. Next came Tom in his bat-creature avatar, who occasionally flew ahead to check the trail. Sanjay followed him, mounted on a giant lizard that was sleek, lightning fast, and could climb walls.
Rikuto Setsu, the Naphil race avatar rode behind him. The Japanese warrior made Dale the most nervous, except for maybe Yingtai.
Princess Jara and Yingtai brought up the rear, with the lieutenant behind them. Jara and Yingtai both rode bears which appeared to be a panda-grizzly combination. Lieutenant Brinkmann sat astride an African bull elephant, which was by far the most dangerous mount.
After traveling for several hours, the platoon left the King’s Road and entered the forest.
“Ensure your equipment is ready to go,” Dyfrig ordered.
“Should I fly ahead?” Tom asked.
“No,” Dyfrig answered. “The trees are too dense. You wouldn’t see anything.
“We should expect an ambush,” the lieutenant said. “Keep our grouping tight, and watch for trip wires, booby traps, or anything suspicious.”
“Sir.”
It was only twenty minutes before they drew the attention of mobs; not Declan troops, but mutant humanoids. The creatures looked as if they were from a post-nuclear-war dystopian world. They were fat and grotesque, and looked as stupid as they were strong.
The mobs were commanded by a witch-boss who stayed in the distance and coordinated their assault. She also range attacked and healed her minions.
Dale studied the first monster that rushed him.
Erbi
Level 5
A mutant humanoid.
Attack style: Brute attack.
Weapons: Club. Spear. Shield.
Magic: None.
Tech: Low level, nothing with more than one part.
He dismounted, moved towards the mob on the ground, and fired an arrow. The Erbi was knocked back from the force of the bolt. Dale switched to his long sword and attacked without fear.
Dale felt like a new man. He would kill everything and anyone who opposed him. He blocked a blow from the Erbi’s club, deflecting the strike to the ground.
He followed the block with an offensive swing, but the Erbi lifted its shield and deflected Dale’s strike, stopping the sword.
The mutant wouldn’t be easy to kill.
They traded blows.
Dale tired.
He needed a strategy that didn’t rely on brute force.
He activated his torch skill, a low-level spell, but the only one he could use. He knew it was probably too underpowered to cause significant damage to the Erbi, which was not only a level five tank, but protected by the witch.
He took a couple of steps backward, dodged the beast’s club, and began the spell, which had a five second cast time.
Dale looked back and saw Sanjay working on a spell.
“Sanjay!” Dale shouted. “Can you follow my torch strike with your spear?”
“I’m on it,” Sanjay said. His impressive jaguar-man avatar activated the atlatl and conjured a spell to imbue the shaft.
Dale deflected a strike from the Erbi’s club and fired his torch spell at the face of the mutant.
The beast screamed, slipped backward, and fell.
Dale flung his dark adder shield behind the beast. It landed on the ground, uncoiled, and became a battle pet. The snake began a relentless series of venomous strikes.
Sanjay flung his spear, which struck the Erbi in the chest, and it dropped to its knees.
“ARRRRGGG!!!!” it screamed in rage, and flung its club at Dale, which hit him with the force of a cannonball.
Dale stumbled and fell; the club had caused significant damage. He brought out the assassin’s rapier, a small weapon, but a high-level one designed for intimate kills. He threw himself at the Erbi and drove it though its chin, straight into the mutant’s brain.
It screamed, dropped its shield, and groped at the rapier in an attempt to pull it out. Dale kicked the hilt of the rapier, and its sharp point burst from the monster’s skull, and it was finished.
+500XP
Killed: Erbi Level 5
Dropped: Book of Fire Magic
Congratulations!
You’ve killed your first mutant!
Zombie & Mutant Killing Skill Increased: Lacking Level Achieved.
As you increase in killing mutant creatures you’ll be safer in dungeons, sewers, and certain brothels.
Hint: Read Awaken Online for examples of effective zombie use.
Dale: Hey Ërin, are there zombies in this world?
Ërin: No, it’s an overdone motif.
People like zombies.
True.
Why do zombies appear on the skill tree then?
Good question. I’d keep an open mind.
Gotcha.
Now get to work, handsome, your platoon could use your help with the rest of the mob.
Dale retrieved his rapier and Sanjay’s spear from the dead enemy. He handed Sanjay his shaft.
“Thank you,” Sanjay shouted. “Can you help me with this Houting?”
Dale moved towards the creature that was attacking his friend.
Houting
Level 6
A mutant and diseased humanoid.
Attack style: Brute attack. Toxic breath.
Weapons: Club. Spear. Shield.
Dale put away his rapier and shield, and armed himself with his bow. He could also range DPS. He fired on the beast, and as its health dropped, Dale took a quick look around the battlefield to see how the situation was developing.
Nobody was in trouble, so Dale put the bow away and glanced at the Fire Magic Book that he’d received as a drop from the Erbi.
Fire Magic Book
Find power in the coals of the Pyebwa tree: Burn a fire under the half moon, roast the heart of a razordillo, and sing the blessed chant of Rauha King. [Chants]
Dale: Ërin, can you auto-store these chants in the Fire Magic files?
Done.
The book dissolved.
Fire Magic Skill increased: Clueless Level Achieved.
As you grow in fire spells you’ll be able to range support your platoon with awesome displays of destructive fire. You’ll also be handy when starting camp fires during role playing.
Hint: Fire and Ice do not mix well…Boom!
Dale warmed up a torch spell, threw fire at the Houting that Sanjay was battling, and watched the mutant scream and dance around as if being stung by killer bees.
It ran towards Dale, who pulled out his long sword and shield.
The Houting swung its club at him.
Dale lifted his shield to stop the blow, but it was a powerful strike that drove him to his knees.
He swung his sword at the beast’s legs and struck it in the thigh, resulting in a gush of blood. The Houting growled like a dying bear and raised its club, preparing to pound Dale.
Sanjay stabbed a spear through the beast so hard that it poked through the creature’s backside. Dale cleaved the fallen Houting’s head in half, and it died.
+600XP
Killed: Houting Level 6
Dropped: 2 Carat Yellow Emerald, Fine Quality
Dale and Sanjay joined the re-platoon. They killed the rest of the mob, and then the boss attacked them.
The Louhi had two forms of magical assaults (both Ice Magic): Snow Ball and Hail Trees, things Dale hadn’t studied. The witch also had a battle pet, but Dale wasn’t sure what it was capable of either. He had Fire Magic, but what he was capable of wasn’t much against her higher skills.
Smith, Sanjay, and Sergeant Dyfrig moved to the front and became the tanks for the attack.
Galina, Kim, and Tom joined Dale with ranged DPS, while Princess Jara, Yingtai, and Rikuto used enchantments to heal the tanks.
The Louhi conjured up a flock of attacking birds.
Da Fei Ji
A swan-like bird with a poisonous bite.
The fight went back and forth. The platoon would get in a series of good strikes, but then the Da Fei Ji would create such a diversion that the witch could restore her health.
“We need to stop her from healing herself,” Tom said. “I’ll divert these fucking bird things.” He jumped into the air, flew above the birds, and swooped at them, claws fully extended.
The tanks slammed the witch with brute force.
Dale added Fire Magic spells as fast as he could.
She threw a powerful Ice Spell.
Tork-Buzlaq.
A glacier spell that caused enemies to slow to half-speed for 3 seconds.
The spell caused Tom, unable to move his wings, to drop to the ground, and he was swarmed by Da Fei Ji.
“Help!” he screamed, his health near zero, as the flock of killer birds attacked him.
Dale was working on a Fire Magic spell that would damage the birds, but wouldn’t help Tom. As a healer, Dale was nearly worthless.
“Yingtai!” Dale yelled to the healers. “Jara! Tom is down!”
The healers either ignored him or didn’t hear him, although he could see that they were keeping the tanks alive, even after they’d slowed to half speed with the last spell.
Tom died.
Dale fired his torch spell, and the birds burned to a crisp.
+2400XP
Killed: 6 Da Fei Ji
Dropped: 6 One Carat Fire Diamonds: Good Quality
Multi-Kill Bonus: +5% mana regeneration for 1 hour
 
Fire Magic Skills Increased: Beginner Level Achieved.
As you increase in Fire Magic Skills you’ll be recognized as a wizard and expected to do your part as a ranged damage dealer in dungeon quests and other battles. With great power…
Hint: When role playing, the Fire Magic Skill has its own special skill tree…
Dale began to warm up another torch spell. Being able to one-hit kill the birds was hugely helpful.
The Ice Magic spell ended and his platoon returned to their full-speed assault on the witch-boss.
She conjured another round of battle pets, but Dale killed them instantly, gaining more experience points, gems, and another Fire Magic Book.
The Louhi Witch began another Ice Spell.
“This is our chance!” Dyfrig shouted. He turned towards the ranged DPS fighters. “Be ready with everything to attack her right before she unleashes her magic!”
“Healers, don’t heal for the next round! Attack with everything!” the lieutenant shouted.
The order resulted in his death.
The entire rear team assaulted the witch and the tanks struck with everything they had, but she still managed to send off a spell that killed the lieutenant before she died.
+3000XP
Killed: Louhi, a Level 9 witch boss
Dropped: 100 bars of gold
Dropped: Ice Magic Book
Dropped: 1 carat Ice Diamond: Rare Quality
Dropped: Wangba Mount, a mutant, diseased zombie mount with a club and shield
Dropped: Dark Evil Witch Staff
Dale placed his new items in his inventory. He considered the losses they’d sustained, and the ramifications.
Sergeant Dyfrig was now in charge. He outranked Dale, who remained the only corporal in the platoon.
While Yingtai was two levels higher than Dale, and probably the most powerful and dangerous member of the platoon, her leveling didn’t count towards military rank.
Princess Jara was also a higher level, but she wasn’t military.
Dale hoped things would work out as he and the platoon regrouped. Except for Smith, and maybe Sanjay, he couldn’t really trust anyone.
The group rested, talked about their losses, and discussed strategy going forward. They numbered nine, down two from eleven, and had a long way to travel.
The platoon was on the move again after a half hour, and approached a fork in the path.
“To the right,” Princess Jara said.
“Why?” Sergeant Dyfrig asked. He was in charge of the platoon, but he had no authority over the princess.
She pointed to the right. “Evelake Village is this direction. And we’re not alone in our quest. Look.” The King’s advisors had confirmed the information that Jara had obtained – that Princess Talargo had likely traveled to Evelake Village on her way to the Arodian mountains.
Sergeant Dyfrig dismounted and checked the ground. “Kim,” he called. “Come look at this.”
The Phainopepla were excellent trackers and hunters.
Kim approached Dyfrig and squatted. She studied the impressions, walked ten meters down the path, and then returned.
“They’re fresh tracks,” she said. “Four hours at most, but probably less. Various beasts. My best guess is that it’s a platoon sized group, a dozen or so. This is probably the Declan Faction, not NPCs. They were moving rapidly in the same direction we’re headed.”
“So possible death and no chance of loot.” Sanjay had a dark sense of humor when he was nervous.
“Okay platoon. Let’s move out,” Dyfrig said. “Kim, you take the point. Keep us on the path, but stop if it looks like our friends have diverted. I don’t want to ride into an ambush.”
Thirty minutes later they rode into an ambush.
It seemed the universe had a sense of irony, Dale thought as he dove for cover.
Ërin: Indeed, handsome. Always watch your back, especially in the shower.
Dale: Are you working on becoming a comedian, too?
I only exist to serve you, stud.
God…
No, just Ërin. But, I’ve considered that position; not my kind of gig.
The surprise attack hit less than a second after Kim stumbled across a tripwire.
Six imbued arrows slammed into her. She didn’t have a chance, and was dead before she hit the ground.
Sergeant Dyfrig sustained hits from two arrows and a spear, but quickly threw himself behind a tree for cover. “Take cover!” he yelled. “Prepare for battle, and somebody put some healing goodness on me, pronto!”
The platoon dismounted and scattered.
Dyfrig drew the most fire. He signaled to Dale and Galina and indicated that he wanted them to flank the enemy on the right side, and for Rikuto and Smith work the left. He motioned to Yingtai and Jara to stay back and continue to provide support.
Dyfrig called Sanjay to join him so they could charge up the middle as tanks.
Dale moved through the trees with Galina, who was the same race as the lieutenant in her professional avatar. She had good healing powers, so Dale was happy to be paired with her, but he also flashed on the memory of her being disemboweled by the Vulturaptor, so she was hardly invulnerable.
They moved fast and reached a small outcropping of rocks on the edge of a meadow. A soldier behind a tree fired arrows towards the tanks.
Name: Hidden
Declanian Soldier: Zuharah Level 5
Current Attack Style: Ranged DPS
Weapons: Longbow
Magic: Imbued Arrows
Tech: Medium chainmail armor
Dale scanned the field attempting to locate the other enemy soldiers. He counted nine, but he had no idea if that was all of them. All nine fired arrows, the majority imbued with magic. To get more information he’d need to move closer, or launch an attack.
Smith and Dyfrig had decided to attack. Dale and Galina used the diversion to fire their own arrows. After launching several they exchanged their bows for swords and shields, and moved into the meadow to directly engage the enemy.
As a general rule, a soldier firing arrows at another soldier with a strong shield usually had one shot before they had to switch to a close-range weapon. Otherwise the swordsman would have the opportunity to cut them down. Both soldiers that Dale and Galina charged had each fired one arrow, and replaced their bows with swords and shields.
It would be an even match.
Dale approached the enemy soldier with an aggressive posture. He didn’t want to die, but he didn’t intend to play it safe, either. He’d already suffered enough, and this Declanian could do nothing worse to him than what he’d already been through.
He brought his sword down, his shield up, and plowed straight at the soldier, bowling him over with the unexpected brute force assault.
The enemy tried to recover, but it was too late. Dale’s rage and fearlessness had resulted in a brutal combination.
Most sword fights depicted in movies were bullshit. On a real battlefield a sword fight was usually over in fractions of a minute. One slight advantage, and it was done.
The difference between fighting sentient beings and the NPCs was obvious: monsters didn’t think. Mobs and bosses fought like programmed chess pieces, whereas a sentient being worried about death and excruciating pain.
Dale spun and finished the enemy, removing his head with an arcing slice, his sword crunching through muscles, tendons, and bone.
+400XP
Killed: Declan Faction Humant
Through the soldier’s helmet, he saw that it was a young woman. Her face was pretty, but her neck was open to the world, bloody and raw, oozing blood. Her dark brown eyes were frozen open, like a doll, lifeless but still glistening. She had short black hair, light almond skin, and appeared to be Asian. Dale was reminded of Amy. His guts twisted and he fell to his knees.
He vomited.
Dale emptied his stomach, turned his head, and realized another body lay nearby. Galina had received a fatal blow. Her killer stood above her, a large opponent with a battle axe. He gripped a short dagger in his left hand, which he used to slice open Galina’s top.
Dale, still on his knees, watched the Declanian soldier grope Galina’s corpse. His blood boiled with sudden rage. The enemy morphed from a giant ape form into a humant avatar with a leer on its face.
Name: Randy ‘Ace’ Whiteman
Dale had never fought a Sagittalian in actual combat. He’d gained experience sparring with Smith, but without support, he had a huge disadvantage fighting one-on-one with a tanking beast, especially a brutal one.
The soldier dragged Galina’s body away from Dale, who apparently presented no concern to him.
Ërin: Dale, snap out of it.
Dale: I know, I’m sorry.
Don’t apologize. Fight.
Dale scanned the entries on Randy’s pop-up, and saw Princess Rohini’s message. His heart rate surged and his mind cleared. He raced towards the meadow’s edge, where the bastard had Galina’s body, tugging it along like a child dragging a rag doll.
Dale screamed, but the soldier ignored him.
As Dale approached with his sword above his head, the tall avatar dropped Galina and switched to his professional avatar – a Sagittalian, a gorilla-man, a brutal ape beast. Unlike Smith, his scarred face looked evil. He bared long, yellow fangs.
Dale dodged his battle axe.
His opponent over-swung, considering him an easy target. When he missed he lost his balance, and tripped over the dead Russian’s body.
Dale slammed his sword down on the ape’s back, opening flesh and cracking ribs.
He screamed in pain, rolled over, and brought up a shield to block Dale’s next blow.
Dale adjusted his position, swung beneath the shield, and severed the ape’s left arm at the elbow.
The Sagittalian flung his shield, growled at Dale, and returned to his humant form, exposing blood, muscle, and bone from a human arm.
Dale struck again. The soldier rolled slightly, and the blade sliced his ribs in a glancing blow, ripping flesh, but not fatal. Dale realized he was hurting a real person in this attack, a rapist and an animal, but still a living being. Ace wasn’t a mob beast, and his avatar was connected to a sentient being who felt everything.
Death in the virtual world would lead to respawning, but it was still a painful, brutal, and inhuman process.
The Nagant War had finally come to Dale.
He glanced at Galina—his comrade, friend, and a kind and considerate woman who actually talked to Sanjay like he had the same value as everyone else in the platoon.
Her body seemed to call out to him for revenge.
“You cowardly piece of shit,” the soldier said, spitting blood. “End me like a man, you pussy—fucker—piece-of-shit.”
Ping!
You’ve been tagged by Randy ‘Ace’ Whiteman.
Dale’s eyes widened in surprise.
“Kill me good, fucker,” Ace snarled. “Because when I find you again, I’m going to kill you real slow… But not until one of the faggots in my platoon fucks you so hard you’ll be begging for a knife to the throat.”
Pure rage short-circuited Dale’s brain, and after a final glance at Galina’s naked and bloody humiliation, he swung his sword.
And again.
Over and over he chopped.
Ace stopped screaming after the fourth blow, but Dale continued to brutalize his corpse.
Blood flew like a lawn sprinkler of gore. Bones cracked, intestines spilled, and still Dale swung.
The corpse became a ragged, bloody, unrecognizable mess.
Dale stopped when his hand could no longer hold the sword. He fell to his knees and retched again, like a sick dog, but his stomach was empty.
He dry-heaved until his abdomen hurt so bad he could barely move. After a long moment he stood and stumbled back to the clearing. He fell face forward onto the grass and burst into tears.
When he regained control of his emotions, he rolled over, looked into the sky, and spied a bird overhead.
Another bird followed the first. Then clouds floated into view, pushed along randomly by the wind.
Dale watched them drift across the turquoise wash. His awareness drifted away, as if he was one of the clouds, and he fell into a deep sleep.
“Dale, get up.”
He didn’t recognize the voice.
Dale found himself on his back, looking up at the billowing clouds.
Was it going to rain?
Why am I sleeping in a grassy field?
“Dale, get up. You’re in charge.”
He sat up, and found himself looking at Naphil and Rikuto.
Rikuto had always seemed loyal and straightforward, and had accomplished his duties with professionalism.
Rikuto cast an enchantment over Dale which restored his health.
“What do you mean I’m in charge?” Dale asked. He stood and transformed into his humant avatar.
“Sergeant Dyfrig…”
“Shit.”
“We have to move out of this field. We are too exposed here.”
Dale walked with him towards the forest. “Who else?” he asked.
“Besides, Galina… Sanjay. I’m sorry. I know you were close.”
Dale had nothing left inside to feel, so he put the thought of Sanjay out of his mind.
He told himself it was just a game – nothing was real.
Rikuto followed Dale into the forest, where the foliage provided enough cover to hide them. They waited for the remainder of the platoon.
Yingtai, all business, approached Dale.
“I know you’re in charge,” she began. “But I suggest we move out quickly, and head towards Evelake. We interrogated one of the Declanians… The village is under five kilometers to the north-west. That’s the best way to get onto the trail of the princess.”
“Okay. Give me a minute,” Dale said. “She’s been killed, at least once—”
“And you know this—”
He interrupted Yingtai. “Because.”
She glared at him.
“Everyone refresh yourselves,” Dale ordered. “Eat and drink. We aren’t going anywhere for a few—”
“Dale, we—” Yingtai sounded angry.
Dale interrupted her again. “No we don’t.”
“He’s right,” Rikuto said. “We need to rest and refresh and think clearly before we rush off. Nothing will change by resting and reflecting for a time.”
“Who put you in charge of anything?” Yingtai snapped. Contempt dripped from her words and her face distorted when she talked to him.
“Fucking vampiric racist,” Rikuto said, and unsheathed a samurai sword.
Yingtai, the Mugron, wasn’t about to be intimidated. “I’ll take your blood, manuke devil!”
“Bitch.” Rikuto held up his sword. “I’ll cut you like you cut Amy. Dale will piss on your rotten corpse.”
Yingtai drew her sword, but Dale stepped between them.
“Enough,” he said. “We have plenty of things that want to kill us. We don’t need to kill each other.”
“He’s right. Back off,” Smith said. “Both to you.” He raised his war hammer. Smith made it clear with his body language that he was prepared to defend Dale’s authority.
Yingtai and Rikuto lowered their weapons and walked away from each other.
“Dale, sorry,” Smith said. “We really should move soon. We have no idea what else is coming.”
“I know. Five minutes.” He took a drink of water and then closed his eyes and lowered himself to the ground. “Sergeant Dyfrig and Sanjay. Were they fighting together as tanks? Or one-on-one?”
“As tanks, I think,” Smith answered. “I don’t know. Things got out of hand. I’m not sure what happened to our strongest healers. I mean, I don’t want to accuse anyone…”
“Hell,” Dale said.
He kept his eyes closed and considered their situation. The platoon was down to five. One wasn’t even in the military.
Dale didn’t trust Yingtai, but his feelings were biased. He had, for a brief moment, wanted Rikuto to take out the Mugron who’d killed Amy. She’d been so callous about it—telling him to grow up—and that had bothered him a lot that night. Who was she to talk to him like that? He felt hatred and disgust towards her, and wished she had been one of the causalities instead of his friends.
Ërin: Dale, that’s really unlike you.
Dale: Go away.
You’re under a lot of stress.
I said go away.
I can’t.
Then at least shut up.
Yes, love. I’m here if you need me.
Dale stewed. He thought about Sanjay. And Dyfrig… He always seemed to do the right thing—putting the good of the platoon first—even over his own safety.
Well, he’d see them again.
It wasn’t as if death was forever, right? But it did fucking hurt, and it changed you. He wondered if he’d ever see Amy again. Even if he did, would she be the same person?
Ërin: You’re still bothered by the continuity problem?
Quit listening to my thoughts. I said go away.
Is that an order, or just your grief? You might need me, and actually, I can’t leave.
Yeah, stay… Fuck. What’s going on?
I’m sorry, honey. I know this is tough, even though I can’t feel anything. I do see.
I’m not sure you do.
You’re right, but I can be sorry.
How’s that possible?
Hmmm.
Exactly.
Dale considered the platoon’s assets. They had Smith and Rikuto, both good tanks, and Rikuto was good at ranging DPS, and healing, as well.
The two women, the Princess and Yingtai, were both skilled across the board, as well as being the strongest healers. He wished he trusted them more, but what could he do?
“Gather around.” Dale stood and looked at everyone with a grave expression. “I’m in charge now. But I’m not a commander type. I’ll listen to suggestions, but no more infighting. We’re only five, and we need everyone working together.”
“So what’s the plan?” Yingtai asked, barely hiding her condescension.
“We head out to the village. We continue to follow the path, but we sneak.”
“I agree,” Smith said.
“The plan, once we get to the village, is to seek for clues about the princess,” Dale said. “If she passed through someone will remember her. If not, we’ll attempt to uncover information about the mines. We’ll determine the possible routes she may have taken, and pick the best one to follow.” Dale paused, searching his mind for anything else. “We aren’t in the hurry that some of us seem to think we should be. I’m making a command decision. We are going to take the night off and check out the pubs, gambling halls, and maybe the—”
“Dale, I object. You’re not—” Yingtai took an angry step towards him.
Smith’s war hammer flew through the air and crashed in front of her.
“He’s in charge,” Smith said. “I’ll challenge the next person that’s disrespectful of his office.”
“My apologies,” Yingtai said.
She bowed to Smith, but Dale didn’t sense respect; he sensed a cunning that gave him a chill.
 
Amy and Emi moved swiftly through the forest.
They were less than a day behind, but they could travel faster than a platoon. Amy hoped that Dale was still alive and with Princess Jara. She wanted to explain things to him. She believed an explanation would change how he felt, but regardless, her mission was to assassinate the princess. The Jewel of Sartozel was the priority, and stopping Jara would keep Princess Talargo safe. Well, safer. Nobody was truly safe.
“Should we rest here?” Emi asked.
“As good a place as any.” Amy dismounted and walked to a stream, drank, and received a boost to her mana regeneration. “It’s a healing pool,” she said.
Emi sipped from the pool, and then sat with Amy. “It’s pretty here,” she said.
“Yeah,” Amy said. “Until a giant centipede eats us.”
“Don’t be so cynical,” Emi said.
“You’re right.” Amy played with a twig, distracted.
“You miss him.” Emi didn’t say it as a question.
“I guess,” Amy said, and changed into her personal avatar.
She wasn’t in the mood to discuss Dale, but if she was going to do so, she’d rather not be a wolf creature. Amy felt more like herself in her personal avatar, but her emotions were still clouded with vulnerability and melancholy. She looked at Emi, who was in her demon form, an Asakku. Powerful, dangerous, and mysterious. “Why’d you choose Asakku?” she asked.
Emi changed to her humant avatar.
She was a plain Japanese girl, neither pretty nor homely, and her disposition towards Amy had been withdrawn.
“All my life I’ve been made to feel inferior,” she said. “I mean as a girl. A girl from a middle-class family. There are no heroic characters in my family. I grew up watching anime and American films about superheroes. It’s kind of funny. On the one hand, I was always told how great I was for being Japanese, but also how second class I was for being a woman from a boring family from the country.”
Emi lay down in the grass next to Amy. It was the closest they’d ever been.
Amy looked at her. “You’re pretty, you know?”
“No, I’m not,” Emi said. “You’re gorgeous, and you’re only trying to make me feel better. Thank you, but I know my place.” Emi smiled at her awkwardly.
“That’s why you choose to play a demon and an assassin?” Amy asked. “So you could hide?”
Emi avoided the question, and instead asked one herself. “Why did you become a Sidheagin? A monstrous wolf? A devouring killer and an assassin?”
“It’s what I like,” Amy said. “Sneaking around, killing people. It’s the alternative universe me. Sometimes I feel guilty that I’ve killed so many characters in my life.” She ran her fingers through her hair, then put her head next to Emi, craving human contact.
“They aren’t real,” Emi said.
“I know, but the power I feel, it’s real. Right?”
“I suppose. I don’t know.” Emi stroked Amy’s hair. “I wish I was confident like you.”
“You are. I’ve seen you sneak into a fortress and kill—”
“I don’t mean—”
“Oh. Guys.” Amy rolled over onto her side and looked into Emi’s eyes. “I just pretend,” she said.
“It works,” Emi said, “Dale is…”
“He probably hates me.” Amy put her head on Emi’s chest and cried.
“I think he’ll understand,” Emi said, and pulled Amy towards her mouth. She looked into her eyes and kissed her on the cheek. “You’ll see. How could he not forgive that pretty face?”
“I don’t know,” Amy said. “We should go.” She stood, returned to her Sidheagin avatar, and summoned her mount.
They left peace and safety, entered the dark forest, and rode towards danger and the unknown.
An hour later, Emi held up her hand in a fist.
“What?” Amy asked in a whisper.
“Troops.”
They dismounted, snuck to a spot behind dense brush, and observed.
“A lot of troops,” Emi said.
“We’ll rest here then,” Amy said. “For the day, if we have to. We can’t risk capture. We’ll make up time by riding in the night.”
“You take the first watch, okay?”
“Of course,” Amy said. “Get some sleep. I think the village is close. My maps are crude, but it can’t be too far. A few hours’ ride, maybe half a day, at most.”
Amy didn’t know if Emi had even heard what she said. Her friend was already breathing deeply. She drank a potion that would keep her alert while Emi slept.
The enemy troops in the distance seemed restless. Amy assumed they were getting ready to march, and wondered where they were headed.
It didn’t matter. She had her own mission to worry about.
She settled into a comfortable position and absentmindedly ran her fingers through Emi’s hair.
 
Dale approached Evelake with the four surviving members of his group. The village was a commercial center for both the mountain and plains people, and was located on a medium-sized lake from which it received its name. It was listed on maps as neutral territory. But that didn’t mean that individual battles couldn’t break out, and there was no reason to believe that the Declanians would honor any neutrality rules.
The group checked in with an official from the mayor’s office. “Enjoy your stay here, soldiers, and Princess. Your gold is most welcome.” He laughed and dismissed them after recommending an inn, a bar, and a gambling hall.
“Probably all places his cousin owns,” Rikuto said.
“No doubt.” Dale looked at the group. “We’ll meet back here at first light tomorrow. Do what you will, ask about the Princess Talargo, and with luck we’ll have a direction to follow in the morning.”
“And if not?” Yingtai asked.
“We’ll deal with it tomorrow,” Smith said. He was forceful with her, obviously tired of her pushiness.
“Let’s see what the shops have for sale,” Dale said to Smith.
“Sure,” Smith said, “Rikuto?”
“No, thank you,” Rikuto answered. “I’m going to the gambling hall.”
“Suit yourself.”
Dale and Smith went hunting for herbs and potions, and anything else magical they could find.
 
Rikuto entered The Stuck Pig Inn & Casino.
“Do you have Texas Hold ‘em here?” he asked.
“Vexus what?” The hostess looked at him funny.
“Texas… Never mind. What games do you have here?”
“Dragonesallanti, of course,” the hostess said. “You can also bet on the beast races, but they don’t run until late tonight. On Saturdays we have open pit fights, and on Sunday afternoon the old village women come and play Bored-O.”
Rikuto thanked the hostess and walked to the casino floor. There were three tables with players and dealers. A blue haze hung in the air, and the sound of gaming chips announced a chance at fortune or ruin.
“Sir?” An attractive elf spoke to him. “Would you like a seat?”
“I don’t know the game,” he said.
“Here you are, sir,” the elf said. She handed him a scroll.
Dragonesallanti
The game of Dragonesallanti is an ancient card game believed to have been invented by magical elves who had too much time on their hands during an unprecedented time of world peace.
The deck is composed of 144 playing cards ranked from 1 to 12, and arranged into 12 symbols.
The full instructions can be found in the Dragonesallanti Wiki and in various strategy guides.
[Wiki] [Guide] [Tournaments]
Dale and Smith found a shop that specialized in Fire Magic, which was where Dale had been trying to concentrate his magical experience. The torch spells seemed to be reasonably effective, and Dale had only scratched the surface of the available offerings.
“Can I help you, sir?” The shopkeeper was a humant, an old man who appeared from behind a counter and tugged on his long white beard.
“I want to get stronger in Fire Magic,” Dale said.
“I see. I have only one Fire Book in stock, sir.” The old man left the sales floor and returned with a book. “It’s five hundred gold bars.”
“That seems expensive,” Dale said.
“This is a town built on negotiation, Dale,” Smith said.
“That is true, sir,” the old man agreed. “But Fire Magic is hard to come by.”
Dale removed an emerald from his inventory. “I’m not pursuing enchantments right now, so can I sell you this emerald?”
“Hmmmmmm.” The shopkeeper took the stone and inspected the gem. “Nice. I’ll give you a hundred bars of gold, or a hundred and twenty bars worth in credit.”
“Let’s see what else I have,” Dale said. He placed gemstones on the counter.
The old man sorted, calculated, and inspected. After some time, he placed seven stones in a neat pile. “I’ll give you five hundred bars of gold in credit for these.
“So an even swap?” Dale laughed.
“As you wish,” the old man said, and waved his hand over the Book of Fire Magic.
“Okay, done,” Dale said.
Acquired: Book of Fire Magic
“What about you, sir?” the old man asked Smith.
While they talked, Dale scanned his book, and he got closer to the Logi tree of spells. He only had four more books to go. Every step counted.
When they left the magic shop, they went to find something to eat.
“I’m tired of roasted razordillo,” Dale said.
“Are you kidding?” Smith said. “I could eat that shit every day.”
“There must be a place where we can both get what we want.”
“God, you sound like a girl.”
“Fuck you.”
Smith laughed. “It’s good to have the old Dale back.”
“Let’s try this place. The Stuck Pig. You can have razordillo. I just want a hot dog and some normal mustard.”
After Dale and Smith ate, they walked to the casino floor and found Rikuto in a heated game of cards.
“Come on, dealer, throw me a dragon!” Rikuto shouted.
A dragon card landed on the table because Rikuto and several other players at the table cheered. A grumpy old dwarf stood, scowled, and left the table.
“My rotten horrible luck,” the dwarf said. “I hate this game.”
“Not as much as your wife does,” another player shouted.
The dwarf stormed off.
“Rikuto! You winning?” Dale asked.
“Hey, Dale, Smith,” he said. “I’m on a roll. Would you like to learn to play?”
“Maybe later,” Dale said.
“No thanks,” Smith said. “But I’d like to watch.”
“Next game starts in three minutes,” the dealer announced, and excused himself from the table.
Dale sat beside Rikuto. “So, explain this game.”
Rikuto explained the basics of the game.
By the time the dealer returned Dale and Smith were interested enough to stick around. Rikuto explained his play and the gambling continued until Rikuto asked Dale if they’d had any luck finding information on the dwarf mines.
“That’s funny, Sam,” a dwarf said to one of the players. “Every time we get some big city players here they want to know about your stupid mine.” The dwarf laughed and placed a wager.
“Yeah, I had a big payday,” Sam said.
“Maybe you can score another bet?” the dwarf said.
“You strangers doubt that dwarf mines exist?” Sam asked.
“What do you mean?” Dale said.
“Oh, just some dumb city gambler a ways back,” the man said. He looked at his cards, frowned, and placed them on the table. “She bet me that I couldn’t lead her to an old dwarf mine entrance in the mountain. I did, she paid up, and that was that. Some people have more money than brains.”
“You took her to the mine?” Smith asked.
“Of course,” Sam said. “That was how I won six bars of gold.”
“Hmmmm. What did her entourage look like?”
“You ask a lot of questions.” The man looked at Dale, then at Smith, then at Rikuto. “These friends of yours?”
“Yes, we have a quest to go through the mountain,” Rikuto said.
Sam played his cards, and then told Dale about the party he’d guided to the mine.
“Sounds like the mine we need,” Dale said. “Will you take us there? We’ll pay you to guide us, of course.”
“I’ll guide you there for five bars of gold. A discount.” Sam played with his chips.
“Three,” Smith said. “That’s a fair rate.”
“Four.”
“Done.” Dale stood and extended his hand. “We leave in the morning. I’m Dale Brown.”
Sam rose. “I’m Sam Treyolum. I’ll meet you at the city gate, first light,” he said.
When the group left Evelake in the morning, the air was crisp. The sun would rise above the mountains in an hour, but pre-dawn provided enough light to see the path, and they rode their mounts into the forest.
“Be on guard at all times,” Sam said. He’d claimed that he knew this side of the mountains like he knew his own face, but admitted that he’d never been to the other side.
“You’ve never considered going into the mines?” Dale asked.
“No. Too many dangers. Lots of risk for little reward, in my opinion. I’d rather hunt bears and wolves.”
“What about dragons?” Smith asked.
“Haven’t heard about a dragon attack in over a generation. They’re ancient creatures; I think they spend most of their time hibernating in caverns, where hot springs keep their lairs warm and moist.”
“And dragonlings?” Princess Jara asked. “In my time they often caused entire traveling parties to disappear. Poof.”
“Yes,” Sam said. “There are many dragonlings in the forest. I don’t hunt them. I know hunting parties from the city sometimes seek dragonlings for their skin—for armor like what Dale wears. Tough stuff, but I have no use for it.”
Rikuto rode point, and Dale took the rear. The huntsman rode behind Rikuto, in case they came to a fork in the path.
They moved silently for three more hours before exiting the forest.
The mountain ahead of them thrust high into the clouds. There were dozens of waterfalls in the distant valleys and shafts of sunlight broke through the clouds.
“It seems safe here,” Dale said.
“Looks can be deceiving,” Smith said.
“True,” Dale said. “But we need to rest. Set a guard detail.”
Dale found a place to lie down, and immediately fell asleep.
When he woke, it was dark, and a campfire crackled nearby.
“Smith?” he whispered.
“Here.”
“What’s the status?” Dale stood and moved closer to the fire.
“We’ve set up a guard,” Smith said. “Yingtai and Jara have been pressing me to wake you so we could enter the mines.”
“You found—”
“Yes. The hunter recognized the place, true to his word.”
“You paid—”
“Don’t worry, it’s handled. Sam said the mines are so dark that day and night become meaningless,” Smith said. “Granted, he admitted he’d never actually been in the mines.”
“It makes sense.”
“We need to make sure everyone has enough material for torches. Jara has an enchantment for a glowing orb. She said she can use it several times, but if she…”
“Understood.” Dale got up and paced. “We leave before dawn.”
The five of them entered the mine on foot before light brightened the eastern sky.
They walked for a half a day. They saw no signs of life. The mine shaft had a flat sandy base, smooth walls, and a ceiling supported by massive timbers.
Dale inspected the walls as they walked. When it seemed close to noon, at least according to Dale’s stomach, he ordered a break for lunch.
Dale chatted with princess Jara as he ate. “What do you do when you’re not a princess?” he asked.
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“You’re an NPC?”
“What is that?” Jara asked.
“I mean…” Dale said, confused again, and unsure what to say. “An NPC is a non-player character, you know, like the hunter, Sam. I think. Maybe not him, but you understand?”
“No,” she said.
Ërin?
I can’t help you here, Dale. Sorry.
Shit.
“What would happen if you died?” Dale asked.
The princess looked at him with a strange expression. “It’s hard to kill a princess.”
“But not impossible?”
“No,” Jara said. “I can’t recall. I think, well…” She stood, obviously agitated.
“I didn’t mean to offend you.”
“I’m not offended,” she said, and sat again. “I think I was killed before I was trapped in that dungeon, the one Yingtai saved me from. I don’t remember now. It’s weird. I don’t like thinking about these things. Wake me five minutes before you want to move again.”
With that, she curled into a ball, placed her head in Yingtai’s lap, and fell asleep.
“Girls,” Rikuto said.
After lunch, the group traveled in silence. Dale was physically rested but emotionally exhausted, and he assumed he wasn’t alone. The darkness of the mine affected the mind and emotions, and the light from their torches was little help.
The stone walls eventually changed. Carved reliefs of symbols, lettering, and strange mystical beasts adorned both sides of the shaft. Dale raised his torch and ran his hand along the wall, testing for loose stones. The texture of the carved reliefs offered a reprieve from the monotony of the walk.
His hand hit a loose stone. He worked his knife into the crack. The stone dropped and revealed a hidden cache.
You have found: 1 Carat Ruby: Supreme Masterful Quality.
You have found a scroll.
He inventoried the ruby, unrolled the scroll, and inspected it.
Congratulations!
You have opened your first scroll.
Dale read the entire scroll, made a few mental notes, and put it into his inventory.
“This is a strange world,” he said.
“Aren’t they all?” Jara asked.
“Touché.”
They came to a doorway that opened into a vast ornate chamber. Dale motioned for everyone to stop.
“It looks empty,” Dale said, and crossed the threshold. A decorative throne carved in stone sat in the center, and the highly-detailed scenes on the walls included banners and battlefield scenes.
The most prominent theme was of snakes.
“I wonder what’s about to attack us?” Rikuto said.
“I’m guessing snakes,” Yingtai said. “You should be right at home.”
Smith put his hand on Dale’s shoulder. “Nothing we can’t handle, boss.”
“Overconfidence isn’t attractive,” Dale said.
“You hurt me deeply.” Smith laughed.
Dale stood with a sword in each hand for five minutes. Nothing happened.
“Nothing’s coming,” Rikuto said.
“There’s no way out of this room, except to go back the way we came,” Dale observed.
“Is it a dead end?” Smith walked to the throne and sat on it.
The throne sank and a gate of iron bars sealed their exit. A wind extinguished their torches.
They were trapped, and in the darkness Yingtai’s voice cried out in pain.
Princess Jara created a bright yellow glowing orb, which illuminated the room.
Yingtai had been bitten by an adder which she chopped into pieces.
Soon everyone chopped and hacked the snakes that dropped from small round holes in the walls.
“We could be here forever,” Dale shouted.
“These aren’t high enough value to mean much, unless we stay for a week just to level up,” Smith said. “Try a Fire Spell, maybe?” he suggested.
“I’ll need protection.” Dale moved to the center of the room.
“I got your back,” Rikuto said.
Dale sheathed his swords and shot a torch spell at the holes in the walls. Snakes burned to cinders and fell into piles of ash.
When his spell ended, he took a deep breath. “It worked.”
“Not so fast,” Smith said. He pointed to the walls, where more snakes slithered into the room. “It worked, but only to stop them from pouring out while the flames were active.”
“What about Ice Magic?” Dale looked to Jara.
Jara used a spell, which worked about as effectively as the fire, stopping them while it was active, but not stopping the flow after the spell ended.
Dale removed his shield and threw it at the adders. The shield uncoiled, and the battle pet began killing and eating snakes, giving it additional strength and durability.
“Well, that’s something!” Dale shouted.
“I wonder about Gingo?” Smith said.
“Can’t hurt to try,” Dale said, and summoned his pet.
Gingo went crazy. She bit a snake, shook her head, and snapped bones. Between the golden retriever and the shield adder, the number of snakes attacking dropped significantly.
Dale eyed the wall from which the snakes were continuing to pour. “There’s something peculiar about those holes.” He walked towards the wall. “Cover my back,” he said to Rikuto. “I need to get closer.”
He ran his finger along the edge of a hole. He recognized the shape.
“This feels like the vertebrae of a Green Forest Reticulated Python, usually found in the Amazon.” He paused. “This,” Dale said, pointing to the hole, “is the shape of a vertebrae…” He dug around in the mess of bloody remains at his feet until he found a green form. “We need a snake like this, only larger.”
Jara, Yingtai, Rikuto, Smith, and Dale searched for a large Green Forest Reticulated Python while continuing to kill snakes that dropped into the throne chamber.
“I got one!” Smith shouted.
Dale examined the snake. He removed a vertebrae and tried fitting it into one of the holes. It didn’t fit.
“Shit,” Dale said.
“Here,” Jara said. “I think it’ll fit in this hole.”
Eventually they found a hole in which the bone fit.
“There’s a perfect sized bone for every hole,” Jara said.
Dale held up the Green Forest Reticulated Python. “Start slicing, guys.”
Once they’d deboned the python it was a matter of finding which vertebrae fit where, and soon all the holes were filled.
The stone throne moved back into the room. A cobra boss, spitting venom, was beneath it. Dale took a glancing hit to the leg.
Most of the toxin from the cobra hit his armor, but some of it worked its way through the joints and burned his skin.
“Crap, that stings!” he said, and backed away from the throne.
The boss slithered in circles, spit venom, and struck with a pair of deadly fangs.
Dale brought out a longbow and fired arrows, but they seemed to do little damage.
He attempted to warm up a Fire Magic Spell, but the cobra didn’t allow him the time. Yingtai and Jara were busy healing Smith and Rikuto, who were both tanking.
Dale threw his shield and the adder uncoiled, but once it saw the cobra it slithered back to Dale’s feet and coiled back into a shield.
“So much for that plan,” Dale said to himself. He picked up the shield just in time to block a ball of flying cobra spit, and moved into a position to help Smith and Rikuto tank. The three of them hacked at the boss. Its health dropped, but so did the three tanks’—even with two healers sending their enchantments. They soon found themselves with health bars falling below fifty percent. The spitting cobra was relentless and fast, and wouldn’t allow them a chance to fully recover.
Rikuto fought with a samurai sword. He switched to a spear, then to a different sword, but nothing made a difference.
Smith was effective with his war hammer, but he required constant attention from the healers because the close attacks made him the most vulnerable. The boss directed the majority of its offensive at him.
“Can you use an Ice Magic Spell?” Dale asked Jara.
“I can try,” she said. Jara warmed up a spell.
Her glowing orb, which had been providing the only light in the chamber, dimmed. A bright blue streak flew across the chamber, and the boss froze in place.
Dale and Smith moved in close and attacked the snake.
Yingtai fired imbued arrows.
The snake fell dead, and Dale chopped off its head.
+4000XP
Killed: King Cobra Boss
Dropped: 2 red garnets, extra-high quality
Dropped: Fire Magic Book
Dropped: Ice Magic Book
Dropped: Purple Adder Battle Pet
Dale retrieved his loot and sat on the ground. “I need a feast and a healing potion. My health is dangerously low.”
“It was close for me, too,” Smith said. “Rikuto?”
There was no answer.
As Jara’s glowing orb regained its brightness, they saw Rikuto’s body. His skin had turned sickly blue with a look of terror frozen on his face. Their party was down to four.
“I told Jara to switch from healing,” Dale said.
Rikuto was a good soldier, and a new sense of hopelessness hit Dale. They were trapped in a room, down from thirteen to only four members, and they still had a long way to go before having an opportunity to find the princess Talargo.
The way things were going, even if they found her alive and well, they were such a small force, they’d hardly be any help.
“We’d still be fighting the cobra boss if I hadn’t used that spell,” Jara said. “You made the correct decision.”
“She’s right,” Smith agreed. “You made a good call.”
Dale remained silent. Nothing felt right to him. He knew that Rikuto would respawn, but it was hard for Dale to erase from his mind the frozen image of Rikuto’s corpse.
“Everyone should check their equipment,” Yingtai said. “Then we need to find a way out of here.”
“She’s right, Dale.” Smith stood. “We’ve got to keep moving.”
Dale drank a boosting potion, which gave him a mild, short euphoria, but he still didn’t feel good.
It seemed a logical choice to move from the chamber as soon as possible. While he contemplated their options, he read his Fire Magic Book, gaining skill experience points but no new spells.
“Look,” Smith said. He knelt by the wall staring at something written there.
Dale joined him.
It was a grid of one hundred numbers, ten across and ten down.
“We’ve seen these before,” Smith said.
“Who’s good at math?” Dale asked.
The code of the boss chamber wasn’t pi, the Fibonacci sequence, or anything else that Dale or Smith could imagine. They had previous puzzles stored in their memory banks, but this one wasn’t the same.
Dale: Anything else you can suggest, Ërin?
Sorry, Dale.
It’s okay.
Don’t get down; this is all part of how a war goes.
I don’t like it much.
I can see that. Chin up, big guy, things will work out.
“Ërin has nothing for me,” Dale said.
Ërin: I wouldn’t say nothing, handsome, just not a solution to your current predicament.
You are exactly like a God…
Smith gave Dale a look. “I have nothing, either. Yingtai? Princess?”
“Let me think,” Yingtai said.
“Puzzles were never my strong suit,” Jara said.
Yingtai attempted different codes. When she made a mistake, the grid required a one minute cool down period before allowing new attempts.
Dale watched her work. She was always the one in a hurry, so he left her alone.
He walked around the room, and checked for anything of interest. He eventually found a loose stone in the wall and discovered another cache.
You have found a 2 carat black opal.
You have found 17 copper coins.
You have found a lore book: The Ancient Weapons of the Cobra King
Congratulations! This Lore Book opens a quest.
He had time on his hands, so Dale read the beginning of the book.
A collection of the Cobra King’s weapons has been hidden throughout the mines of the Arodian Mountains.
The Kartikeya Guild has a generous bounty on these weapons.
Hint: The lore provides clues to the hiding places of these weapons.
The weapons list:
The First Weapon: The Stolen Urumi of Queen Nzinga.
A long flexible sword used like a whip, this weapon was taken from an invading Portuguese slave trader and was called the Urumi of Freedom. Considered one of the greatest weapons in history for close quarters fighting or assassination.
Hint: Befriend a Brazilian, because you’re going to need some translation help.
Hint #2: Everything could be a clue, or a red herring, so don’t lose your bearings, or stop swearing.
Dale read the entire list twice.
Maybe they should stay in the mines and search for the weapons?
If he suggested that, Yingtai would kill him.
Ërin?
Yes?
I can work on this quest at any time?
Yes, it’s an open quest. I’ve stored the info.
Okay.
“Got it!” Yingtai yelled.
Dale turned towards her.
A hidden panel opened in the wall.
“Come on,” Yingtai said. “You’d better hurry through unless you’re familiar with the Weird Number sequence.”
Dale ran through the opening.
Yingtai screamed again. “Attack!”
Dale turned back, brought out his shield, and looked up to see Amy and Emi.
They stood at the entrance to the chamber and fired arrows at Princess Jara and Yingtai.
“Fire back!” Yingtai yelled.
Dale couldn’t.
He kept his shield up, but it wasn’t necessary. All the fire delivered by the assassins was being directed at Yingtai and Jara. A hand grabbed his armor and pulled him down a flight of stone stairs.
Yingtai and Jara remained at the top and fired arrows at Amy and Emi.
“Just sit and don’t move. I’ll be right back,” Smith said. He crept back up the steps, but the secret door slammed shut.
Princess Jara had lost her glow orb in the boss chamber, so it was pitch black.
Jara lit a torch. The fire sent a vermillion glow down the stairs, which seemed to descend forever.
“We need to move,” Yingtai said. “Those two are good at math.”
Dale knew Amy was a math whiz. She’d figure out the puzzle soon.
The four of them descended into the dark. It was ninety-one steps before the floor leveled.
They walked for an hour along a corridor carved from the stone. Dale ran his hand along the walls, but found no additional secret caches.
“How’d they catch us so fast?” Yingtai asked.
“They’re skilled assassins,” Jara said. “They’ve been sneaking, not fighting. We need to be prepared at all times. Dale, you’re going to have to accept the truth.”
Dale ignored her.
He wasn’t going to think about fighting Amy, in spite of the fact that he might be forced to.
He ran his hand along the stone walls again. Maybe he’d find another Lore Book to take his mind off their current situation.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Conflict on Almaach escalated, as wars are wont to do.
“Report, Admiral,” Iyam Amak said.
“Yes, my Lord,” he said. He stood at attention. “The assassins have entered the mine. Our spies can’t report more.”
“And the platoon?”
“Five entered, my Lord.”
“I see.” She stood, moved away from her desk and walked to the great window. “At ease, Admiral. Come, join me at the window.”
“Yes, my Lord.” He joined her and looked out at the sea. There was a large bay directly north of their headquarters. Along the shore, dry docks housed wooden ships that were under construction.
“The shipbuilding, Admiral. It’s going well?”
“Yes, my Lord. Less than a year, perhaps. A year if the winters are as brutal as I suspect,” he said.
“I see. No matter…” She paced again. “The Asakku Dragon Slayers. Tell me of their progress.”
“I wouldn’t place much confidence in them, my Lord,” the Admiral said. He faced her. “The dragons here are like gods – virtually indestructible and unconcerned with the machinations of lesser beings. The dragonlings, however, are useful.”
“And how, dare I ask, is dragonling training going?” She laughed, knowing the answer to her own question.
“Impossible.” The Admiral joined her in laughter. “Yet they try and try again. Shall I order its cancellation?”
“No. A platoon of trained dragonlings would be… Deadly. Let them continue,” she said.
“Yes, my Lord.”
“The Valley of Shadows. Admiral, can you get a platoon of warriors there?”
“I’ve sent a small group already, my Lord, on Snow Leopard mounts,” he answered.”
“And your estimate of their arrival timing?”
“The hope is that they can enter the valley around the same time as the assassins, my Lord. It’s hard to predict. My spies are hindered – the mountains are well-guarded by the warriors of King Moschatel.”
“The dragon slayer…”
“Yes, my Lord,” he said.
“Send word that the mission has changed slightly, Admiral,” she said. “My only concern is the Jewel. I care not what happens to the assassins, the platoon they pursue, Princess Talargo, or any of Moschatel’s clan, although if we could avoid trouble with the King, that would be preferable.”
“Disguise our attack, my Lord?” he asked.
“I do not care about the process. I care about the Jewel. Bring it to me.”
“My Lord.”
The Admiral bowed and left Amak’s offices.
Amak stayed at the window and watched the sea birds circle high above the harbor. Dwarves and lizard-men looked like ants from her vantage point, scurrying about, taking materials to the docks.
“War is just another form of commerce,” she whispered. “Gods spend the lives of lesser creatures like pennies.”
 
Dale and Smith led the way up the stairwell, Jara and Yingtai behind them. They reached the final step, where there was a huge wooden door, and Yingtai reached for the knob.
Dale slapped her hand away. A brown spider jumped out, and he crushed it with the hilt of his sword.
“I’ve repaid a favor,” Dale said. “Those things are nasty.”
Yingtai said nothing.
The door opened to a grassy meadow. Trees at the edge grew taller and denser as the forest extended beyond the lowlands, towards the snow-capped mountains in the distance, lit by a late afternoon sun that colored the sky. Orange and pink clouds hung like cotton candy in the stratosphere.
Birds sang evening songs as they walked through the meadow, and then abruptly stopped as they neared the far side.
“Be alert,” Dale whispered.
Yingtai and Jara moved swiftly towards a cluster of trees on their right.
Dale and Smith ran to the left.
With crossing fields of fire, they silently scanned for threats.
Dale saw nothing.
“Smith?” he whispered.
Smith looked at him with a frown.
“What do you think of Amy’s attack?” Dale asked. “She didn’t shoot at me.”
“They seem obsessed with Jara,” Smith said.
“True. Sometimes I think we’re just pawns in someone else’s chess game.”
“Welcome to the military.”
“Yeah, welcome to life –”
An arrow streaked past Dale’s head, and struck the tree only a foot away.
The arrow contained a message on the attached scroll. He slid it from the shaft and scanned the important parts.
…You and your party are ordered to stand down…
…Upon showing your intention of peace…
Treachery…
…fed to wraith dragonlings…
A dwarf-like creature – a Sigtrygg – approached.
“I am Robur, Ambassador to King Moschatel,” the Sigtrygg announced. “Long Live the King! King Moschatel rules the lands from the Castle Pierstone to the great Blue Leaf Meadow in the south, to the Sea of Serpents in the east. You have entered his kingdom uninvited. Please state your business and intentions.”
“I am Dale Brown, of the Third Platoon, Bravo Company. I am aligned with the Klaharnians, but our mission into your kingdom is by the request of King Talargo. We’ve been sent to aid his daughter, the Princess Talargo.”
“Indeed, such a mission would be greeted by my Lord King with his full support,” Robur said. “But, it is a time of war, so we must ensure his endorsement is pure.”
“As you wish, Ambassador.” Dale handed the Sigtrygg the letter.
Robur placed the letter in a pouch, lifted his left arm outward, placed a small white mouse on his leather gauntlet, and whistled. A multi-colored falcon swooped silently from the sky, startling Dale with its swiftness. The falcon grasped the mouse in its talons, tore it in half, and finished it in a few swallows. Then it screeched.
“Yes, my lovely bird,” Robur said. “You’ll have more mice at home. But for now, I have a mission for you.” Robur spoke a charm and slid the pouch with the letter over the bird’s head. He lifted his arm and the falcon flew off.
“Now then, my guests,” Robur said. “Please accept my invitation to dine and feast with the King’s blessing.” He clapped his hands and dozens of Sigtrygg appeared toting a small village worth of cloth wrapped parcels.
Dale watched in amazement as they set up an outdoor kitchen.
Fires blazed.
Chefs cooked.
And a barkeep was somewhere out of sight, pouring drinks.
A small elven host brought them mugs of mead.
“Enjoy, my friends,” Robur said.
“Dale. Our mission requires haste,” Yingtai said under her breath.
Dale smiled at her. “Relax. We can’t travel until we have the King’s Blessing. Yingtai, you’re to stand down until further orders,” Dale said, and then looked to Jara. “Princess, you’re free to act on your own, as you know. However, if you cross the King of this Land, I’ll be forced to declare you an enemy, as he is our ally.”
“You speak as a wise leader, Master Dale,” Jara said. “I remain in your service. Our mission will continue, it seems, at first light tomorrow.” The Princess raised her mug with a smile, drained it, and asked for another.
Dale explained to Robur that two assassins had followed them into the mines. “Don’t be concerned, my friend, I’ve posted a more than adequate guard,” Robur said. “Let us feast!”
Dale changed into his personal avatar and Smith followed. After a few moments, Yingtai relaxed and became herself. It was a drastic change to see her transform from an aggressive, outspoken undead to a diminutive Chinese girl. She looked maybe all of sixteen.
The Sigs brought out roasted razordillo.
Next the servants set out various roasted birds: goose, duck, chicken, and pheasant. There were also baked yams and other local vegetables—seasoned, baked, or roasted into wonderful combinations. Dale sampled many of the strange offerings. Some he liked, some not, and some he loved instantly.
“What do you think, Dale?” Smith asked. “A fine feast for us. Perhaps to get us fat, happy, and drunk?”
“Maybe,” Dale said. “But if they slit our throats in the night, we might avoid whatever misery is coming tomorrow.”
Smith laughed. “You find the bright side in everything, don’t you?”
“It’s a rare talent.”
After another round of mead, even Yingtai was smiling. She even did her best to join the friendly joking and light-hearted teasing—skill sets that obviously strained her.
After dessert, the conversation became more subdued. The Sig had served numerous pies and a dark drink that tasted like sweetened coffee.
“Will this keep me up?” Dale asked his host.
“No, Master Dale,” Robur said. “It will bring you deep sleep and dreams of restoration. A healing herb from the King’s garden flavors it.”
“What the doctor ordered,” Dale said. He finished two cups of the hot drink before finishing his pie, which was a combination of flavors that reminded him of pumpkin-pecan.
“What can you tell me of the war?” Jara asked Robur.
“I only know that in the northern bay, the Declanian forces are building a fleet of ships. For what purpose, I cannot imagine.”
“Perhaps to circle the continent?”
“To attack what? The deep south? Our friends to the east? Perhaps, but the journey by sea is a treacherous and long one. I imagine it’s feasible in their minds, or else what use would warships be?”
“And what of Iyam Amok?” Jara asked.
“A curse on you if you speak that name again in the King’s realm.” Robur spit on the ground, and following his lead, the rest of the Sigtrygg spit as well. “If you value the King’s friendship, do not speak of her again.”
“My pardons, Ambassador,” Jara said. “Please accept my apology. I only wish for news of the war.”
“She of which we do not speak, is well established in Ardra. The Declans build ships, muster troops, and prepare for war. Our spies claim that she’s ordered the Declanians to train dragonlings.”
“Indeed. Arrogant, I’d say. Nobody has ever tamed such beasts – they are only good for slaughtering.” Jara raised her mug and eyed Robur. “A curse, then, on the unnamable one, and a blessing on your King!”
Everyone at the table raised a mug in toasting the King.
Jara drank.
Dale’s eyelids grew heavy and his head dipped, and after snapping awake, he yawned.
“Master Dale, please, allow my maids to show you to your quarters,” Robur said. “If you’d like company, you only need to say the word.”
“No, thank you,” Dale said, but he allowed two elven maids to lead him by the arms.
The maids brought Dale to a tent. It was warm and pleasant looking, with a large bed covered with pillows. He yawned again, and then noticed how pleasing the maids were to look at and how their soothing voices comforted him.
“Hot water, Master Dale?” the first maid asked.
Before Dale could answer, she’d undressed him.
The two maids used fluffy cloths and herb-infused soaps to clean him.
“Shall we please you now, Master Dale, or in the bed—”
“What?” he asked. He’d been in another world in his mind, and wasn’t sure he’d heard the question clearly.
“Your pleasure,” she repeated. “Would you like it while bathing, or under the covers?”
“Um, I’m fine, really. You can leave me to finish on my own.”
“If we do not please you, we can send for another. A boy perhaps, Master Da—”
“No! Really,” Dale said. “Please, leave me now.”
The maids left. He finished bathing, removed a clean set of sleeping clothes from his folding space backpack, and wondered if he could get his hands on a Deep Sleep Mattress for the pack. He placed his head on the pillow, which was made of a fine down, and sank into the softness as if floating on a cloud. He fell into a comfortable, deep sleep and dreamt of meadows, rivers, and Amy.
“Why do you fear me, Dale?” she asked.
“You betrayed us. You betrayed me.”
“You don’t know about all the plans in a war. Many secrets are kept.”
“Who can I trust?”
Amy changed into Yingtai.
“Trust me, Dale,” she said.
Then the dream Yingtai changed into Jara.
“Trust no one, Dale,” she said.
Then Jara changed into a tall, beautiful woman – a Zuharah. A witch.
“Who are you?” Dale asked.
“A friend.”
“What do you seek?”
“I deliver a message to you.”
“From whom?”
“From my Lady, the Princess,” the witch said. “She sends word that many signs have been given to us. Betrayal awaits all who cross the path of those who seek to destroy. Be careful, Dale Brown, be very careful…”
The woman smiled, and then faded away into darkness.
A screeching falcon flew towards him, its talons outstretched. It was about to collide with Dale when an arrow struck the bird, and it fell to the ground dead.
“Your fate, too, if you’re not careful,” Amy’s voice warned.
The dream ended, and he didn’t stir again until morning, when he woke to sounds in the camp. Breakfast sounds.
He dressed and exited his tent, and was immediately greeted.
“Master Dale,” Robur said, and handing him a hot drink. “The falcon has returned. Welcome. The King will—”
A bloodcurdling wail interrupted Robur. Sigs scrambled to take cover as arrows flew, and people screamed. Dale ducked behind an overturned table, and donned his dragonling armor before arming himself with a shield and sword.
It was difficult to see where the enemy had fired from, but he quickly realized they were surrounded. He kept the table to his back and used his shield to protect his front. He heard screaming, shouting, and cries of anguish and pain, but couldn’t make out whether anyone was actually giving orders.
An arrow struck the ground next to him, and he recognized the shaft as Declanian. The early morning attack made perfect sense – of course everyone wanted to find princess Talargo first.
Everyone wanted the Jewel of Sartozel.
“Smith!” Dale shouted. He couldn’t see his friend in the confusion. The camp was filled with tents, and Dale wasn’t sure which his friend had slept in. He also had no idea where Yingtai and Jara were, and that realization reminded him that he was a lousy commander.
Dale: I never wanted to be in charge!
Ërin: But you are!
“Smith!” He yelled louder. “Yingtai! Princess!”
Nobody answered.
He sprinted through the mess of the burning camp as confused servants and soldiers headed to the tree line.
An arrow hit him in the leg and bounced off the dragonling armor.
Dale found a spot between two boulders and tried to assess the situation and figure out his next move.
The friendly Sigtrygg had organized a formation with shields and axes, and taken up a position in the trees on the opposite side of the meadow.
A group of Declanian soldiers moved to attack the Sigs, and Dale could see Robur lead them in a sword battle. He searched for Smith and the two women in his party, but wherever they’d gone, they were under cover, or already dead.
He heard movement behind him, and twisted to find a Declanian soldier rushing him.
Name: Gustavo Sousa
Declanian Soldier: Nagintia Level 6
Dale faced the advancing Nagintia – an ugly goblin that looked like a cross between a deformed Orc and a fairy creature. It reeked of rotten frui, and Dale could smell it approach. Its raccoon-like flying battle pet attacked.
He flung his shield behind the enemy soldier, giving the Nagintia a battle pet of its own to contend with while Dale switched his longsword for the assassins rapier and worked up a Fire Magic spell.
The falcoon dove towards his face. Dale struck it with the rapier. It let out a hideous screech as it dropped to the ground, and tried to bite him. Dale had warmed up his torch spell, and was about to unleash it on the little creature, when he wondered if it might be more beneficial to ignore the falcoon and attack the soldier, even if he sustained some damage.
He fired his magic into the back of the Declanian, who was engaged with the adder.
Dale screamed in pain when the falcoon attacked him from the rear, tearing open armor with its claws and ripping exposed flesh. He fell to his knees, rolled on his back, and thrust his rapier into the falcoon.
+500XP
Killed: Falcoon Level 5 Battle Pet
Dropped: 1 Carat River Emerald, Most Excellent Quality
Dropped: 1 health restoration potion
Hint: Fancy ninja-karate-jujitsu moves will influence RNG Jesus.
Dale drank a health potion, bringing his health bar up to seventy-five percent, and retrieved his longbow. His adder was in the middle of a flurry of strikes against the Nagintia, so Dale tried a new spell on his arrow he’d learned from his latest Book of Fire Magic from the Cobra Boss.
The spell had a three second cast time, but when it was ready, he unleashed the charmed shaft.
A red streak of light followed the arrow from his bow. When the arrow plunged into the Declan, it burst into flames. The Nagintia warrior screamed in anguish.
“Ajude-me, mamãe, help me, please, por favor…” he said. He fell to his knees, changed into his personal avatar and gasped. The adder continued to strike him in the back, and he fell over, dead. His final words were, “mamãe, help me, please, por favor…”
+600XP
Killed: Declan Faction Nagintia
Congratulations!
You’ve reached Level 8
Hint: You’re a bit more impressive to the ladies now, but just wait until you’re a 10!
Dale smiled for an instant, happy about leveling up.
Then he looked at the charred corpse.
He retrieved his battle pet shield and glanced around to be sure he was still alone. He stored his bow and shield, and summoned Gingo into the world.
Dale: Hey Ërin?
Ërin: Yes dear?
Was that guy speaking Spanish? Or Brazilian?
Yes.
What the fuck?
I cannot compute that question.
I mean, what…or why…I’m confused. Where is our enemy from…why are we…?
I can’t help you there, Dale. Sorry.
Gingo, sensing Dale’s mood, licked his hand.
“Good girl,” he said. “Someone gets me.”
She licked him again.
Dale thought about the dead soldier’s last words.
Those weren’t the words of a vicious enemy who deserved to suffer. They sounded like the cry of a fifteen-year-old high school gamer who’d just died after suffering through being burned alive while being bitten by a venomous viper.
He moved behind an outcropping of rocks that provided reasonable cover and searched again for signs of Smith, Yingtai, or the princess. He couldn’t find them, but he could hear the sounds of battle.
Listening to someone die was disconcerting, even with the knowledge of respawn. Dale felt guilty about burning a young man to death. He activated sneak, and with Gingo by his side, snuck through the trees. Once he completed a half-circle around the camp, he spotted Smith fighting three soldiers by himself while Yingtai and Jara provided ranged support as healers.
Dale put Gingo away, retrieved his shield and longsword, and rushed to aid Smith.
The soldiers were attacking with swords, but Smith’s war hammer flew with speed and precision, crushing one of the enemies before Dale joined the fight.
Once near Smith, Dale engaged the closest with his sword.
Name: Mariana Melo
Declanian Soldier: Isca Level 8
Current Attack Style: Open World Battle
Weapons: Longsword & Shield
Gender: Female
“Nice of you to join me,” Smith said. “Did you have a good breakfast?”
“Why, yes,” Dale answered, swinging his sword. “Thanks for asking.”
His opponent was at the same level as Dale, but her health dropped quickly below the halfway point. Smith had hammered her before Dale had arrived. Dale did his best to ignore the weird feeling of fighting a woman, or possibly a teen-aged girl.
Her avatar was Isca, and that reminded him of Sanjay. Had his friend suffered the same type of pain and anguish as Gustavo had a moment ago? Or, as Mariana was about to, if he didn’t lose his advantage? The questions weighed on his conscience as they fought, although his own preservation instincts didn’t stop him from fighting with all his strength.
He didn’t want to die either.
Their swords met in mid-air, crashed, and he used his sword to push her off balance. He took a huge risk and flung his shield behind her. She reacted to Dale, not the shield. Apparently she had no experience with an uncoiling adder shield, so was unaware of the danger.
Dale lunged with his sword held high using both hands to block her downward swing. His adder bit her from behind. She turned, screaming in surprise, and Dale used that opportunity to plunge his sword into her mid-section.
She fell to her knees.
Dale looked her in the eyes and immediately regretted doing so.
She was crying.
Dale’s pet continued to attack her from the rear, and using his free hand, he brought out the assassin’s rapier and plunged it into her brain, ending her suffering instantly.
+800XP
Killed: Declan Faction Isca
Dale felt the healing power of an enchantment before he had time to register any guilt.
He looked down at the girl’s pretty face and wondered what kind of sick mind had created the game he was playing.
Yingtai stood with Jara inside the tree line, and she signaled for him to join them.
Smith delivered a coup de grâce to his opponent and called to Dale. “Let’s regroup and get out of the open.”
“Agreed,” Dale said.
They ran to the tree line and joined Yingtai and Jara.
“What now, boss?” Smith asked.
Before Dale could answer, Yingtai spoke. “We need to move out. We’ve been given the King’s Blessing. We’ve got to get to the castle. This is not our battle.”
“Dale’s in charge,” Smith said. “Why do I have to keep reminding you of that?”
Yingtai glared at him.
Dale thought about the situation. He wanted to do the right thing, and the right thing was always the mission, but sometimes the mission meant completing other tasks as well.
They’d been guests of Robur’s, and common decency dictated that they stay and fight alongside their allies. Ultimately they were fighting for the same thing, and protecting the jewel seemed to be the main priority for everyone.
And Amy and Emi could show up any minute. Or worse, they’d already slipped into the valley and had a head start to the Pierstone Castle.
Perhaps neither the castle nor the jewel was their objective. They’d been single-minded in trying to stop Jara and Yingtai.
“Why does war have to be so confusing?” Dale asked.
“You think this is confusing, you should try dating an elf,” Jara said.
“I know it’s your decision, Dale,” Yingtai said. “But remember our mission. Protect the princess. Obtain the Jewel of Sartozel.”
“Technically, we’re to aid the princess,” Smith said. “Not necessarily obtain any jewels.”
“Same difference,” Yingtai said. She seemed to pout but it was hard for Dale to tell. As an undead vampiric creature, her face always seemed to convey that she wanted to kill and eat you.
“I’ve decided,” Dale said. “The mission comes first, but we’ll aid the Sigs as we head towards the bridge. Our main objective is to leave the valley alive and begin our journey towards the castle, but if we can help engage the enemy on the way, we will. What we can’t do is sit here any longer discussing it.”
“Very well,” Yingtai said. An arrow struck her in the neck, and she spit blood and fell to the ground.
 
“Move!” Amy said.
Emi dashed to a new hiding spot.
“Nice shot. Sorry I missed mine.”
“Jara’s a sneaky bitch,” Amy said. “Don’t worry. We’ll get them.”
Their plan required simultaneous hits. Otherwise the unharmed target would heal the harmed, and they’d be back at square one. Undoubtedly Jara had already healed Yingtai.
The assassin duo had tried escaping the mines before day-break, but dealing with the cobra boss had taken time, energy, and a lot of mana. Assassination was a game of patience and cunning best practiced in darkness, but situations sometimes offered less than optimal conditions.
Amy led them to a small tree-covered knoll, and they each climbed a different tree that offered a vantage point of the ongoing battle.
The fighting continued below. Amy and Emi traced the movements of the troops through spy glasses, which gave them eagle-like vision.
Amy watched Jara, Yingtai, Dale, and Smith move through the trees. They were headed towards the rear of the Declan Faction, trying to flank them, or simply moving out, avoiding the battle and heading to the castle.
That would be Jara and Yingtai’s aim.
Whether or not Dale made a different choice would be apparent soon enough.
She wondered what he was thinking and feeling, and imagined it was similar to her own anxiety about the future.
 
“If we get caught up in the main skirmish then those two assassin bitches will finish us off from behind,” Yingtai warned.
“I see that,” Dale said.
“We need to get to the trail. Now.” Yingtai glared at Smith, daring him to say something.
Smith remained quiet. He’d watched Jara pull the poisoned arrow from Yingtai’s neck, her health dropping to nearly zero before Jara healed her. He didn’t seem to want to start an argument with her.
If the second assassin’s arrow had hit Jara instead of barely missing, both the women would be dead.
Neither Dale nor Smith had the mana or enchanting power to nullify the powerful spells that Amy and Emi were imbuing their arrows with.
“They leveled up and received Magic Books from the cobra boss,” Dale said.
“You have a firm grasp of the obvious,” Yingtai said. She gave him a dirty look. “Of course they’re targeting Jara and me first,” Yingtai said. “But if you think you’re going to be spared a third time, you’re more foolish than even I had imagined.”
“Enough,” Smith said. “Infighting isn’t going to help us get out of this.”
They were skirting along the tree line, avoiding the Declanians, when they ran into a mob.
Karaelek
Level 6
An undead dwarf.
Attack style: Methodical swarm.
Weapons: Ghost Hammer.
Magic: Low resistance to spells.
Tech: Unintelligent use of tech.
 
Otso
Level 9 Boss
A mutant grizzly bear.
Attack style: Direct with teeth and claw.
Weapons: Claw Enhancements.
Magic: Medium resistance to spells.
Tech: Breast Plate Armor.
“Just what we need…” Dale fired arrows into the Karaelek. Even though they were small, there were six of them, and they advanced in front of the boss with slow, methodical movements, carrying hammers but no shields.
“When it rains, it pours,” Smith said. He charged the first creature and began pounding it with his hammer. As they traded blows, Yingtai kept Smith’s health up.
Dale moved into position with his longsword and shield.
One of the undead dwarfs advanced on him and lifted its hammer.
Dale ducked, spun, and brought his sword in a slicing movement across the body of the creature, opening up its stomach and spilling intestines and bile.
“God, that stinks!” Jara shouted. “I can smell it from here.” She was ten meters behind Dale, and she sent a bolt of Ice Magic at the dwarf. It froze, and Dale took its head off with a blow. The head rolled on the ground, its jaws snapping, and bubbling liquid frothed from its mouth.
+600XP
Killed: Karaelek, Level 6
Dropped: Herb Potion: +10% increase in Dark Mana regeneration for 1 hour
Dropped: 1 carat Ruby, Excellent Quality
Dale wanted to vomit, but the next beast swung its hammer. Dale brought up his shield and blocked the blow. He threw his shield behind the beast after he received the infusion of Jara’s healing enchantment and was restored to full health.
Dale raised his sword while the Karaelek did the same with his hammer.
The undead dwarf was distracted when the adder bit. Dale, faster than his opponent, swung his sword down and splitting its skull in two.
+600XP
Killed: Karaelek, Level 6
Dropped: Earth Magic Book
Dropped: Undead Warhammer
Dale moved to help Smith who had killed three of the creatures and was about to finish the last one.
“Hey, let me get a tag in there,” Dale shouted.
“Hurry up!”
Dale retrieved his longbow and fired an arrow.
Smith smashed the Karaelek with the hammer.
+600XP
Killed: Karaelek, Level 6
Dropped: Water Magic Book
Dropped: Undead Arrows
 
Dale looked up to see a giant bear crashing towards him.
The boss.
A level nine boss, the Otso, came at Dale, who rolled out of its path just in time to avoid being crushed.
Smith slammed his hammer into the bear. The beast growled and hit the ape-man’s war hammer so hard that it went flying.
For a brief moment, Smith stood in front of the bear unarmed.
Dale flung his adder-shield at the beast. The snake bit the bear, which drew its attention from Smith, but then it swatted the snake into a tree. The tree cracked, the snake fell to the ground, and it coiled into a shield.
Dale backed up one meter and warmed up a Fire Magic spell.
Smith brought out a longsword and a tall bronze shield.
Jara and Yingtai switched between firing healing enchantments at Smith and spells at the bear.
The battle went back and forth. The bear’s health would lower, then Smith’s would get dangerously low and the women would have to stop concentrating on DPS and heal him.
Dale decided to try the undead hammer he’d received in a fortuitous drop.
Sleipnir Undead Hammer
Level 9, Two-handed Bludgeoning
Resilience: Heavy Duty
Quality: Most Excellent
Magical Attributes: 0/30
Durability: 40/40
Wiki: [Lore] [Strengths] [Weaknesses] [Range]
Dale pulled up the skill tree for Earth Magic and looked for something he could use to imbue the hammer.
Ërin: This is why you study.
Dale: Well, are you going to bust my balls—
Didn’t that maid—
Stop! I’m in the middle of a skirmish.
Read the Earth Magic Book you got from the nasty undead dwarf.
Dale opened the book.
Earth Magic Skill Increased: Newbie Level Achieved.
As you grow in this skill you’ll become more powerful as a healer. Earth Magic is also good for enchanting your equipment.
Hint: You’ve unlocked new enchantments and perks [see enchantments] [see perks].
Dale scanned the skill trees and found a low-level enchantment at the bottom of the list that could be used on the undead hammer he was holding. An enchantment would normally improve a PC, a creature, or an item, but because the bear was a mutant and the hammer an undead hammer, Dale decided to take a chance and see what would happen.
When he’d used fire on the dragonling, he’d healed the beast…
Dale moved towards the bear and swung the hammer down against its back.
The beast stood straight up and turned towards Dale.
“Thank you,” the Otso Mutant Bear said.
Otso has leveled up!
“Whose side are you on again?” Yingtai shouted.
“Yeah, whose side are you—” The bear batted Smith into a tree, which cracked with a snap, and fell on the bear.
“I planned that,” Dale said.
“Whose side is he on?” Jara asked Yingtai.
“Look out!” Smith yelled.
The bear growled in pain when the tree landed on its head, but swatted away the tree and charged Dale.
Yingtai and Jara fired arrows.
Dale ran.
Smith gave chase.
The bear caught up to Dale, batted him to the side, and turned in time to engage Smith, who wielded a sword – an unusual weapon for him, but one he was competent using. If it wasn’t for the size and strength of the bear, he might have had an advantage.
Dale laid on the ground, dazed.
The ape-man and the bear exchanged swipes and growls.
Dale used his restored mana to imbue an arrow with as much Fire Magic as he could manage. He felt close to bursting and his body burned hot, like he was being cooked alive. He wondered if a Fire Magic Spell could go wrong and burn him to ash…
He let the imbued arrow fly.
The arrow caught the bear’s fur on fire, and it roared like only a dying mutant grizzly bear with flammable fur could.
“He didn’t read that tag—do not wear this cos-play fur near open flame…” Smith said, and then switched from a sword to a javelin spear, which he launched at the beast.
Jara and Yingtai, watching the action, switched to DPS spells and hit the bear at the same moment as Smith’s javelin.
It fell to the ground, twitching and smoldering, and Dale cut off its head, a feat that took only fourteen blows with his right hand and a few from his left.
“You’re improving your left hand work,” Smith commented.
“Boys,” Yingtai injected. “Always nasty and inappropriate.”
“We only say what women think,” Smith said.
“I don’t get your humor,” Jara stated.
“Count yourself fortunate,” Dale quipped.
+3500XP
Killed: Otso Mutant Grizzly Bear Boss
Dropped: Earth Magic Book
Dropped: Water Magic Book
Dropped: Bear Tooth Protection Charm: +10% increase in Stamina regeneration when fighting mammalian predators
Dropped: 1 carat Tanzanite, Rare Supreme Quality
Dropped: 500 Bars of Gold
Dropped: Mutant Zombie Grizzly Bear Mount
Dale was about to remark on what an epic loot drop he’d just received when Jara interrupted him.
“Take cover!” she screamed.
 
“Do you have a good shot?” Amy asked, watching Dale hack at the fallen bear.
“Hold on,” Emi said. “Yingtai is suspicious, and uses Jara as a shield.”
“Let me know…”
“Okay, I’ve got a shot,” Emi whispered.
Amy was about to release her arrow when Jara spotted her and yelled an alarm.
“Crap. Run!” Amy said.
They rushed deeper into the forest.
Dale and his group followed them, making enough noise that the assassins, who moved silently, easily evaded them.
The pair found two perfect trees, climbed to high perches, and observed their pursuers.
Jara and Yingtai moved in one direction.
Smith and Dale moved in the opposite in an attempt to circle around the assassins.
Amy used hand signals to warned Emi to stand down.
Besides the four in Dale’s team, Declanian troops moved towards their position, which she pointed out to Emi. With their sneak and conceal skills activated while in the trees, they were invisible to anybody on the ground.
The Declanian soldiers marched quickly, making no attempt to remain silent. They were a party of eight with swords drawn, and approached Jara and Yingtai.
Amy watched Jara throw a knife at the lead soldier, but it was a slow, looping throw, and the knife landed on the ground at his feet.
The Declanian soldier picked up the knife, removed a hidden scroll, and read it.
He spoke to his troops, and then walked to the princess, bowed, and handed back her knife.
Jara shouted to Dale and Smith. “Dale! Smith! Help! Please help!”
The Declanians hid, lying in wait to ambush them.
Jara and Yingtai ran from the meadow, heading towards the river and the path to the Pierstone Castle.
Emi signaled to Amy. We must go!
Amy signaled back. Wait!
 
Dale and Smith heard Jara’s shout and rushed towards her voice, only to find themselves ambushed. The enemy troops outnumbered them four to one. But they were green troops, and the two were a full three levels higher level than the Declanians.
Dale thought it might be an even fight.
He pulled out his sword and engaged the first Declanian.
Smith smashed warriors with his war hammer.
“Where’re the women?” Smith asked.
“I don’t know…”
Dale killed a soldier, but a second enemy crushed him with a blow from a club, and he fell to his knees.
A bolt of enchanting power hit him, and his health restored.
“They’re in the trees!” Dale said.
“Good,” Smith said. “I was worried for a minute.”
Smith destroyed another Declanian and the fight waged on.
Dale used his adder shield with some effectiveness, but it wasn’t as strong after the damage it had endured from the bear. He needed to work on upgrading his crafting skills so he could better restore his equipment, but there were only so many things he could do at once.
He slashed a soldier with his sword, switched to his longbow, imbued an arrow and fired at another soldier, and moved back to his sword. While he couldn’t see Jara and Yingtai, he knew they were helping to keep their health up and were ranging damage on the Declanians.
What seemed like an unbalanced battle wasn’t. The women in the trees had an excellent position to fire into the fray without taking any damage themselves.
As soon as the last soldier died, Dale looked up at the tree tops.
Dale waved at the trees. “Come down! We’ve got to get out of here!”
“Quiet!” Smith warned. “There’s a whole platoon heading our direction.”
“Shit. Sorry.”
Dale signaled to the trees again. He pointed to the river, and gave the sign to meet there asap.
“Come on,” Dale said to Smith.
Smith followed him at a rapid pace away from the advancing platoon.
Once in the clear they mounted their beasts and rode to the river.
When Dale heard the sounds of rushing water, he dismounted, found a vantage point where he and Smith could remain concealed, and peered into the distance. He had a clear view of the bridge that crossed the river, and the Declanians who were guarding it.
Dale looked at Smith. “We need to rest. We aren’t going anywhere at the moment.”
“Agreed.”
“You think Jara and Yingtai are right behind us?”
“They can track.”
“Okay. Let’s eat and take turns getting on watch. It’s a bad time to try and sneak around.”
The sun was up high in the sky, and the Declanians had several Draenen bat scouts flying in circles above the bridge and the river. They were lucky it wasn’t night time; the Draenen were severely handicapped flying in sunlight, their vision limited to moving shapes.
Dale ate.
He drank a rejuvenation potion, which restored his health and increased his mana, and read his new Magic Books from the bear drop.
He put on the bear tooth charm. His skill levels rose and his mana increased, and he shut his eyes.
“I’m going to rest for a moment, Smith,” he said. “Wake me when Jara shows up.”
Dale felt fuzzy.
Perhaps it was the potion?
He fell asleep before he could ask Ërin or Smith about it, and he dreamed.
Amy approached him in a fog.
“Do you still believe in love?” she asked.
“No.”
“Don’t give in to doubt,” she said.
“I know what I saw.”
When Dale woke the sun was lower in the sky. “Why’d you let me sleep so long?”
“You needed the rest,” Smith said, and looked Dale in the eyes. “You were talking in your sleep.”
He blushed. “What did I say?”
“You said that you saw what you saw, and you couldn’t forget. Then…” Smith looked at the ground.
“What?”
“You were crying in your sleep.” Smith looked up. “Don’t be embarrassed. I think you still love her.”
“How can I? She’s fighting for the Declanians. How can I ignore that?”
“You overthink this stuff, Dale,” Smith said. “What’s ultimately the most important thing?”
“What do you mean?” Dale asked with a frown. “What do you mean by most important? In what sense?”
“In life,” Smith said.
“Oh, that totally clarifies it.”
“I’m serious,” Smith said. “What’s the most important thing to you?”
“I don’t know.” Dale shut his eyes and thought about the question. “What’s the most important thing to you?”
“I have a girl back home,” Smith answered.
“You never mentioned her.”
“We’re going to get married…” Smith rubbed his temple. “When I get home. We’re going to settle down, have two kids, live the life. That’s all I want. Nothing more, nothing less. So the most important thing to me? Her. That’s it. Do you really think the government gives a shit about us? We’re just soldiers Dale. Ants. Less than ants in the scheme of the universe.”
“I didn’t know you were such a deep thinker,” Dale said. He smiled at his friend. “Okay, I get your point. I did love Amy, but I realized that the middle of a war is not the time or place. Too complicated. Too risky. I made a mistake.”
“If you say so.”
“We should go,” Dale said. “It appears Jara and Yingtai aren’t such good trackers after all. Or maybe they assumed we’re out of the action.”
“Or maybe…”
“What?”
“Nothing,” Smith said. “You’re right. We should go. We’ll have to go downstream and attempt a crossing, then head back up on the other side.”
“Alright.”
Dale took the lead. They walked for several kilometers downstream before finding a narrow place to cross the river.
Once across, Dale and Smith followed a worn path. There were no tracks, and the brush grew so thick that they occasionally had to use their swords to clear their way.
“Should we be on our mounts?” Dale asked. “We could move a lot faster.”
“We’d be seen.” Smith said.
“You’re a better tactician,” Dale said, swiping at a bush in his way. “Maybe you should have been the one in charge…”
“I think you’re a good leader. Don’t forget that some situations are no-win or, at best. Ones in which you’re forced to make a best bad choice, and somebody ends up getting hurt, or killed.”
“That does add some drama, doesn’t it?”
“Exactly.”
“Where do you think Jara and Yingtai—”
“Once they helped us escape they probably moved ahead,” Smith said, but he didn’t sound overly confident. “They were in a hurry to get to the castle. Maybe we’ll end up meeting them there.”
“I guess there’s nothing else we can do.”
“Yup,” Smith said. “We’ll plunge ahead, probably run into some trouble along the way, and then, if all goes to according to plan, we’ll have some climactic confrontation with…”
“My ex-girlfriend and her assassin accomplice.”
“Perhaps,” Smith said. “But you never how it’s going to end until it does.”
“I wonder how Robur ended up doing…”
“Home field advantage,” Smith said. “I’m sure he’s fine.”
They walked in silence for two more hours, and were resting when Smith sprang to his feet.
“What’s that?” He pointed into the trees and motioned to Dale. “Come and look.”
“What?” Dale couldn’t see anything.
“Look closely…”
“A rock?”
“Look closer…”
Dale thought he could make out the outline of a stone helmet.
“Come on,” Smith said, and moved off the trail into the thick brush.
They took a circuitous path around logs and foliage. When they reached a small clearing, they found a stone statue covered in vines.
“Help me,” Smith said. He began stripping vines from the figure.
After they’d cleared most of the creepers, the statue began to move. First it shook. Then, with a glow of light, it gazed at them and spoke. “Thank you, travelers. What is it that you seek? A vision? A dream? A quest? A mission?”
“We’re on a mission to the Castle Pierstone,” Dale said. “Can you help us with that?”
“I wouldn’t mind a quest for some loot,” Smith added.
“Yes,” the stone NPC said. “I believe I can please you both. I offer you a quest through the mountain and I freely give to you a Lore Book, in consideration for your graciousness towards me.”
You’ve been offered a quest: The Hidden Path to the Castle Pierstone Quest
A secret passage leads to The Three Queens.
The Three Queens, comprised of a natural rock formation, marks a fork in the path to the Castle Pierstone.
The path upward leads to the castle.
The path downward leads to the sea.
This quest offers to shorten your journey by one day’s march.
Perils to overcome will present themselves.
Accept quest: [Y/N]
Dale opened the Lore Book and scanned for anything of immediate interest.
You’ve opened a Lore Book with an Open Quest!
The 13 Unlucky Gems Quest:
King Rudra III of the Arogrodian Dynasty sent thirteen knights on a quest seeking the legendary Gems of Sadness.
Each of these gemstones was worn by a lady, a princess, or a queen, at the time of her demise.
Legends claim that a king in possession of all thirteen stones will wield unnatural powers over the undead, and will rule for a thousand years. While this may be just another stupid legend, you never really know, do you?
When King Rudra III had gathered twelve of the thirteen gems, his kingdom fell under attack. He and his knights were burned alive, and the gems were scattered and hidden throughout Almaach under orders of his widow, Queen Ashtrain.
She decreed that the gems must never be controlled by one person.
Dale looked up from his reading, “Smith?” he said.
“Huh?”
“You reading through this list of stones?” Dale asked.
“Of course not,” Smith answered. “I told you…that stuff is like being forced to sit still and listen to your grandmother tell you about her childhood on a farm collecting chicken eggs.”
“Okay,” Dale said. “That’s what I feel about romance—”
“Hey, don’t knock it until you try it—”
“I’ll stick to virtual-lover porn—”
“I like to go both ways—”
“Huh?”
“Never mind,” Smith said, “go back to your gems—”
“Let me just finish with this one interesting—”
“Knock yourself out, brother,” Smith said. “I’m going to take a piss. I’ll be right back.”
Dale went back to his reading.
The Grandidierite Gem:
This five-carat stone is the only stone in the quest that is not in a setting.
At the time of the rule of the White Elven King, an argument between twin sister princesses of King Cerion over the best use of the gemstone ensued. The older princess (by five minutes) stole the stone.
While carrying it to her personal jeweler, she fell off a bridge, and plunged to her death.
The second sister retrieved the stone and openly mocked her sister in court. A Purple Death Adder bit her that very night while she slept with the stone under her pillow.
The King was so distraught over the loss of his only two daughters, that he placed a curse on the gem.
“It is decreed, anyone in all of Almaach, throughout all time, who dares to covet and use treachery to obtain this cursed rock, shall surely die.”
“It is spoken, thus shall it be,” his court worshippers chanted.
Dale placed the Lore Book into his inventory. Some of the stones had especially nasty curses, all directed at women.
“Just what I need,” Dale muttered. “A cursed quest that will cause women I love to die.”
Ërin: I’m sure there’s eventually going to be a quest that kills only men.
Smith returned. “Should we take the shortcut?”
“Huh?”
“The shortcut?”
“Oh, of course,” Dale said. “Why not?”
“You’re the one that’s got a thing against giant spiders, and this quest goes through a Black Widow Dungeon.”
“Bring it.”
“Sounds like false bravado to me…”
“It’s only death…” Dale didn’t feel brave at all, but he wasn’t about to tell Smith he’d rather take the long way home.
“Yeah, okay, then, if you’re good to go.” Smith asked.
“I’m sure nothing is going to get easier, no matter what route we take,” Dale said. He kicked a rock. “If we can get ahead of Amy, we might be able to aid Jara and Yingtai, before…you know, my former girlfriend and her fellow assassin murder them both.”
“Still bitter, I see,” Smith said.
“No. Just a realist.”
“Well, I accept the quest,” Smith said.
Dale accepted it as well.
“Welcome to darkness, my friends,” the statue said. He pointed to a crack in a large stone. The stone split in two pieces, revealing a small passageway. The stone guard pointed at it. “Be wary and swift my friends, and thank you…”
Dale walked into the passageway. “Looks like more steps into an abyss of darkness. You want to light the first torch, or should I?”
“Go ahead.”
Dale retrieved a torch, lit it, and began the descent into gloom.
After twenty-six steps the ground leveled, followed by a long straight path, and then a new set of stone stairs led upward.
They climbed a hundred steps, followed a short hallway, and arrived at a large wooden door.
“I bet there’s a spider guarding the door knob…” Dale hit it with the tip of a sword. Nothing happened.
“Well?” Smith said.
“I don’t like it.” Dale touched the door knob. Nothing happened. He tried to turn it, but the door was locked. “We need a key.”
They searched the hallway for hidden compartments, loose stones, or anything else. Nothing.
“Well, now what?” Smith asked. “I’m going to eat something and rest for a minute. Let me know if you think of something.”
Dale sat against the opposite wall and shut his eyes. Usually a locked door has something to guard it, or a key or code necessary to open the door.
Defeating a guard will often reveal a key, or in some other way open the door.
Of course the standard for many years was simply to use a lock picking kit, but neither Dale nor Smith had acquired that equipment or skill.
“You remember that old game, where there was this space station and aliens could change into objects?” Dale asked.
“No. Why? You think the door is an NPC?”
“No. But in that game the way you got past this door on the space station was by turning into a coffee cup and bouncing under the door.”
“You want to turn into a cup?”
“No, but I was wondering if there might be a shape-shifting skill tree or something. I don’t know, I’m just brainstorming here.”
“Why don’t you try knocking on the door?” Smith asked.
“Yeah, I’m sure that someone is just sitting on the other side waiting for us to come and visit.”
“It can’t hurt.” Smith got up and knocked on the door.
A little window opened, and a voice spoke. “Who knocks?
“See?” Smith said.
“What is your mission, Master See?” the voice asked.
“I’m Private Smith of the Third Platoon. I’m on a mission to get to the Three Queens to find the path to the Castle Pierstone.”
“Enter then, Master Private Smith of the Third Platoon. The spiders have been lonely for many moons.” The voice cackled, the door opened, and they were greeted by an old witch with a crooked wooden staff and a broken, dirty-toothed grin.
“Thank you,” Smith said.
The witch turned to dust, which slowly settled on the ground.
“That was freaky,” Dale said.
“Yeah. Come on, let’s go kill some spiders.”
They walked into the hallway and the wooden door behind them slammed shut.
“Crap.” Dale shuddered and coughed. He was nervous, but he also knew that this was always a one-way journey. They’d either defeat the queen spider or die trying. There was no other way.
The chamber had its own light source. A series of small skylights filtered natural light into the cavern. Although he couldn’t see the sky through them, Dale felt a little less claustrophobic.
The spiders—mostly level three and four, with a few fives and sixes tossed in—began attacking the moment they set foot in the room. Spider webs hung everywhere, forcing the duo to continually brush them out of their faces while smashing the mob.
Dale brought out Gingo. Sure enough, his loyal dog happily and skillfully killed spiders. Enjoying the game, she bit them, shook her head, and tossed. Dead spiders piled up. Dale decided to experiment. He tossed out his adder shield. The snake uncoiled and began biting spiders. Between the two pets, Smith’s war hammer, and Dale’s two swords, the dead spiders continued to form into mounds of creepy death.
The small spiders didn’t drop any loot, although the level six spiders occasionally dropped a small gemstone. Each dead spider gave Dale three or four hundred Experience Points, which eventually added up.
+300XP
+400XP
+300XP
The arachnid killing seemed endless, but eventually he received a notification of leveling up.
Congratulations! You’ve reached Level 9!
Dale’s arms tired. “I’m getting worn out,” he said.
“I think that’s the queen’s plan,” Smith said. “She’s going to wait until we can’t stand anymore, and then she’ll attack.”
“Watch my back for a minute.” Dale moved away from the center of the room and began warming up a Fire Magic Spell.
Fire Magic Skill Increased: Student Level Achieved.
Congratulations! You have unlocked the Logi Fire Magic Tree.
As you gain higher fire magic skills you’ll become the target of more dangerous creatures…nothing in life is free.
Hint: It’s a good idea to balance spells with enchantments, because ‘ya never know what you’re gonna get.
Dale watched his mana bar drop drastically as his hands heated up like they were on fire. When the spell was active, he called his pets back, stored them, and yelled at Smith. “Move out of the way!”
Once the path cleared, Dale launched Fireballs.
Bright yellow, orange, and red explosions glowed in a mass of flame and light.
When the spider mob burned into piles of ash, the Queen jumped from the darkness and attacked.
His dark mana depleted, Dale brought out his longsword and the adder shield, but left Gingo safely stored. He joined Smith in assaulting the Queen.
It was precarious to tank without support, but they had little choice. It was impossible to range without a tank occupying the boss, and Dale didn’t have enough light mana to effectively support Smith. It was do-or-die for the both of them.
The Queen struck at Dale. He blocked her fangs with his shield, and sliced her with his sword.
Smith slammed his war hammer at the spider next, dealing a substantial amount of damage. She hissed at him, and attacked.
Dale, at her rear, flung his shield. The adder bit the Queen, and she spun back towards Dale.
Smith rewarded her change of direction with another powerful smash from his war hammer.
She spun again. Dale leaped and stabbed her with both his sword and his rapier, which he’d freed after tossing his shield.
The shield adder continued to strike the boss.
Smith moved swiftly around the Queen, his war hammer flying in quick strikes, causing a fair amount of damage when the both connected.
She leaped towards Dale, struck him in the arm with her fangs, and hit his armor. The blow caused damage in spite of the toughness of the dragonling armor gauntlet.
“You’d better bring out your other battle pet,” Smith yelled.
Dale knew he was right. He released Gingo and she attacked the spider. Dale took a moment to drink a potion that brought his health back up to sixty percent, but he was wearing out. He had no more potions, he was low on mana, his stamina was flagging, and he knew they needed to think of something clever or they’d drain all their resources while trying to stay alive.
“Do you have any more iron weapons you can try?” Dale asked.
“Sure, but I’m in love with my war hammer,” Smith said.
Dale remembered he had four iron-tipped arrows from the dragonling drop.
He nocked an arrow, aimed, and fired. The shaft flew on target, penetrated the Queen, and she spun around in a crazy circle. She fired silken thread everywhere. Gingo became caught up in the webbing, and the Queen struck her.
“NO!” Dale screamed. He was about to lose something special to him, and there wasn’t any respawning for an NPC battle pet.
He nocked another iron-tipped arrow, but before he fired it Smith moved in and hammered the Queen squarely on the head, and shoved Gingo out of the way.
Dale inspected her. She wasn’t moving, but she wasn’t dead either.
He was furious with himself.
Going through his entire inventory as fast as he could, he noticed a small potion, labeled Earth-Magic-Herb-Infused-Mana-Helper. He drank it.
A boost in his mana allowed him to channel a small amount of Fire Magic into an iron-tipped arrow and he let it loose.
The imbued arrow screamed through the room with a trail of fire behind it and struck the Queen.
She exploded in a bloody, goopy mess.
Dale ran to Gingo.
He pulled out a hunting knife, cut away the webbing, and asked Smith if he had anything left—any potion, or any healing powers—to attempt to bring back her health.
“I don’t know if this will work, but I have—”
“Don’t tell me about it, just give it to me!”
“That’s what she said,” Smith said, handing him the potion.
“Not a good time for joking—”
“I’m sorry, Dale, I just thought—”
“It’s my fault,” Dale said. “I shouldn’t have brought her out to fight a boss.”
“I know you like your pet, but don’t forget that—”
“Don’t say it,” Dale said. He poured the potion into Gingo’s mouth. “She’s as real to me as any pet I’ve ever owned. We’re going to have an Old Yeller moment here if this doesn’t work.”
“What’s Old Yeller?”
“It’s like, an old movie—a real old movie—Disney I think.”
“Disney? Wasn’t that the company that screwed up Star Wars?”
“Yeah, they were bought out years ago by George R.R. Martin.”
“You mean George Lucas?”
“No, Lucas sold to Disney, and then Martin Productions bought them out in an attempt to fix—”
“Look!”
Gingo jumped.
She licked him all over his face and he felt his warm tears being licked away.
Dale laughed. “I’m sorry, girl. I’ll never do that again.”
She bounced around, spun, barked, and jumped on Smith and licked him, too.
Smith laughed. He changed out of his ape-form back into himself, petted the golden retriever, brought out some meat, and fed her a snack. “Good dog,” he said. “Good girl.”
Dale changed into his personal avatar, wiped his eyes, and hoped Smith hadn’t seen him.
Ërin: That’s some powerful self-actualization there, champ.
Dale: Are you mocking me?
No, honey, of course not. I want the best for you, I promise.
Okay, I guess I’m a bit overly sensitive right now.
I can tell, sweetie. One of my protocols is to monitor your emotional state.
Huh?
Sure, I have constant access to the DSM-12, and one of the—
What?
Never mind, love. I’m just here to help you and monitor your reactions, feelings, and mental states.
I’m confused again.
The program you’re in, the UEDA and Rhith trainings, the war, everything, it’s not just for fun and games. Dale, you’re part of a research project.
Huh?
It’s complicated. I’m now allowed to share this with you because nobody has beaten that spider yet. We’re breaking new ground here.
You’re saying I’m being watched?
Of course, honey, you’re kind of special. Well, you’re really super-duper special to me, adorable thing that you are, but the mucky-mucks in Rhith and the UEDA have taken notice of your performance.
Hell.
I know, more pressure.
So, why tell me then?
Because someone, somewhere—wanted to know if it would change your strategy, decisions, emotions, and your desire to succeed.
So, you’re telling me that they now want me to know how they’ve been fucking with me in order to see if I’ll still fight to my full potential in their fucked-up experiment after I found out I was just a goddamn lab rat to them?
Yup.
That’s another level of completed fucked-up-ness.
I wouldn’t know, Dale, sorry.
“Hell,” Dale said, petting Gingo and wondering about her nature.
As a complex NPC, the artificial intelligence that made Gingo was more evolved, and computed with more signals, than synapses in a dog’s brain.
Gingo, as loyal and kind as she appeared to be, was only a construct…right?
Not a real dog…or was she?
What was the difference?
Dale knew people back at home who kept pets locked in small enclosures all day and only brought them out to play for a few minutes each day. That seemed cruel and inhumane. At least when he put Gingo into his inventory she was non-aware—asleep—non-computing.
But it raised the question in his mind—what was real about her?
He decided he didn’t want to know. Dale sat on the floor, Gingo kissed him and kissed him, and he cried—not giving the slightest fuck if Smith saw his tears.
When he regained his composure, he viewed his updates.
+5000XP
Killed: Queen Spider in her Lair
Dropped: Earth Magic Book
Dropped: Fire Magic Book
Dropped: 2 Carat Ruby, Exquisite Quality
Dropped: Black Widow Battle Pet
Dropped: 4 potions of healing Earth Magic
Arachnid Fighting Skill Increased: Student Level Achieved.
As you grow in the skills of fighting spiders and other danger arachnids, you’ll unlock the ability to capture them and milk their venom which can be used to create poison puncturing weapons.
Hint: Spiders with healing bites exist, but they are hard to find.
Dale put his spendable stat points into Vigor and Thaumaturgy.
He banked his Perk Points, and checked his status.
“Hey, Dale?” Smith said.
“Yeah?”
“I wonder, what if you tried some of that healing potion on your shield adder?”
“You think?”
“It’s a pet…”
Dale had never tried to retrieve the adder except by putting it away and letting time work its magic.
He got the shield out and tossed it on the ground. The adder uncoiled and began searching for something to bite. Dale took a healing potion, poured it into the adder’s mouth, and its health fully reset.
Dale put the shield away and noticed that the shield’s durability was now full as well.
“Good call,” he said. “We’re at full strength.”
“I wish I could feed my war hammer.”
“We need to find a way to increase our crafting skills,” Dale said. “My class is Edificios. I should be able to do more. But so far, everything we’ve done is just kill, kill, kill, with a side of hunting, escaping, questing, and then killing some more.”
“Yeah, we’ll get a break,” Smith said. “If we manage to help the princess, the king will give us a lot of favor, and we’ll get leave from the platoon. We can go on some personal quests and you can work on your crafting skills. Hell, you and Amy can go back to role playing and get married…”
“Fuck you,” Dale said, but smiled.
“That’s my friend back,” Smith said. “Come on, we need to get out of here before your ex and her assassin friend catch Yingtai and Princess Jara. Then you’ll have to do something drastic and get all depressed again.”
Dale called Gingo, put her safely away, and brushed off the remaining spider webs. He began searching for a way out of the dungeon, which smelled like a butcher shop during a heat wave.
“So…” Dale mused.
“Yeah, so? How do we get out of here?”
There didn’t seem to be an exit.
Dale and Smith searched the chamber for an hour. Nothing.
“Now what?” Dale said. He sat down and closed his eyes.
“We could go back the way we came. Maybe we missed a hidden passageway or a secret door?” Smith sat next to Dale and put his face into his hands. “Maybe we need a fresh set of eyes…”
“Hey, maybe you’re right…” Dale brought Gingo back out. She licked his face. “Good girl, now go chase a squirrel. Go on! There’s got to be a way to find a squirrel or a bunny to chase.”
When Dale said the word bunny, the dog went crazy. She ran around the room smelling everything, then stood in the center of the room, put her nose in the air, and barked.
Woof, woof, woof, woof!
She wouldn’t stop barking at the ceiling. Dale and Smith looked up at the spot, and lightbulbs of realization flickered on at the same time. The skylight openings. Gingo smelled the outside, maybe even bunnies…
Dale gave her a treat and put her away.
Smith changed into his ape form. Dale climbed on his shoulders, and then shimmied up the shaft that led to fresh air. The narrow shaft didn’t go straight up, so he couldn’t see the sky, but he could feel a slight breeze. Dale braced his back tight against the wall, and kept his feet firmly planted. Smith jumped, changed into his humant avatar, and grabbed Dale’s legs.
“Damn, dude, you’re heavy,” Dale said. He grunted and pushed his legs even tighter against the wall, keeping them both from falling.
“Hold on,” Smith said as he climbed on to Dale’s shoulders.
Smith reached the point where the shaft changed direction. He climbed higher, and then turned back into an ape and lowered his arms. He lifted Dale up, and they walked through the horizontal shaft for a few hundred meters before it turned upward.
“I see the sky,” Dale said.
“Thank the spider gods…”
The last ten meters of the shaft shot straight up, and they had to climb by pressing their backs against the wall while moving their feet one tough step at a time. It took twenty minutes, but they emerged from the earth and found themselves in a small cavern with a view of a valley, a winding road, and the Three Queens.
Climbing Skills Increased: Student Level Achieved.
As you climb buildings, cliffs, trees, castles, and through long, narrow shafts, you’ll have fun, but more importantly, climbing skills can save your life.
Hint: Climb every mountain.
“I see why they call those rocks the Three Queens,” Smith said. “It looks like they were sculpted.”
“I think they were.”
“Robur said they were natural.”
Dale pointed to a path that headed off the road into the trees. “Maybe, but whatever, they’re an obvious landmark.”
“Hey look!” Smith pointed. Two figures walked in a clearing. They were visible for a moment as the path left the trees, and then they disappeared again.
“Was that Jara and Yingtai?”
“It was,” Smith said. “I mean, it sure looked like them.”
“They’ve got a big head start on us; I guess we should try to catch up.” Dale walked into the sunlight. “It feels good to be out of the ground.”
Smith followed him and took a deep breath. “Ahhh! Fresh air.”
“Holy Shit!” Dale pointed at the Three Queens. “Is that—”
“Yeah, shit. Amy and Emi…”
“Now what?” Smith started walking downhill.
“I guess we follow the assassins who are following the princess, who’s heading towards another princess, and see if we can stop the assassins before they cause any more damage. I guess. I don’t know anymore, but we can’t stay here.”
“Firm grasp of the obvious, commander.”
“You want to be the leader?”
“No thanks.” Smith looked back over his shoulder and gave Dale an evil smile. “It’s all on you, boss.”
“Well, there’s nothing we can do except head to the castle. We’ll never catch them no matter what we do; the question is whether we can make it by nightfall or if we’re going to have to set up a camp and spend the night out here.”
“I’d rather not.”
“You could use a bath…”
They reached the Three Queens an hour and twenty minutes later. Moss grew in the fine cracks. The stone was worn from centuries of weathering, and broken-off pieces from the faces and hands gave the statues a look like they’d been rescued from vandals years too late.
Dale didn’t like the silence. “We should find some cover,” he said.
“Agreed.”
They headed to the path that led to the Pierstone Castle.
“Should we ride mounts?”
“Dangerous, being as there are only two of us. We’ll be spotted for sure.”
“The women were on foot. I guess we should follow suit…”
The advantage of a mount was speed. The disadvantage was the size, noise, and the dust created by any large beast.
When they reached the forest, Smith had an idea. “Why don’t you ride that grizzly bear mount you said you got from the bear boss drop?”
“Why?” Dale asked.
“Because I can outrun you as an ape, by a lot, and a bear ought to be able to run silently through the woods. It’s worth a shot.”
“Okay, let’s try it.” Dale brought out his grizzly mount, Smith became an ape, and the two of them set off, quickly and silently.
A couple of hours later Smith stopped. “I hear something.”
Dale halted the grizzly and dismounted.
They both changed into their humant forms and walked slowly towards the voices. The Pierstone Castle was in the Kingdom of King Mopsus. Because they had the King’s welcome, they didn’t want to run into anyone looking like they were in attack mode. Neither of them was armed, and Dale brought Gingo out; because she was so friendly she’d help them look even more peaceful.
When they dropped from the trail to the road, they saw dozens of dwarves, elves, hunters, merchants, and a few of the King’s soldiers. People were traveling in both directions, and nobody paid any attention to them.
Dale approached the closest soldier. “Which way is the Pierstone Castle?”
“That way, traveler,” the soldier pointed. “You’d better hurry. The gates close for the night in under an hour.”
“How far is it?”
“A ways. Like I said, you’d better move if you plan on being inside—”
Dale didn’t hear the rest of what the soldier said. He began walking briskly towards the castle. “Come on Smith. I don’t want to have to camp outside again. I want a warm bed.”
“I’m right behind you on that…”
They passed through the gates forty minutes later.
The main castle was on the side of a hill. A steep mountain rose into the sky behind it. To approach the castle, an attacking force would be battling uphill. The small village of merchants, homes, and inns filled a large area inside the gates.
“I can see why somebody picked assassins and not an attacking platoon,” Smith said.
“Indeed. I guess they’re here.”
“Yes. And well disguised, too,” Smith said. “I can assure you of that.”
“Great.”
“We should find Jara and Yingtai.”
“Agreed,” Dale said. “Come on, Gingo!” Dale clapped his hands, but Gingo was running away from Dale towards a small child.
“Gingo, come here girl. Don’t scare that kid!”
But the golden retriever ignored him and jumped up on the young girl and licked her face.
Dale froze. His eyes met the eyes of the young girl. He immediately recognized those eyes, as had Gingo. It was Amy. Dale ran towards her. “Stop!”
She sprinted away and Dale gave chase with Gingo on his heels. Smith followed behind them.
Amy was fast. She dropped her outer robe on the ground, exposing an all-black tight-fitting body sheath, and sprinted down an alley, Dale and Smith on her tail. She jumped a small fence, climbed to a roof, and ran to the peak.
Dale followed, yelling at Gingo while he climbed the fence. “Stay! Stay girl! Stay!”
Gingo barked.
Smith shouted to him. “I’ll go around to the other side!”
Dale made it to the peak of the roof and ran towards Amy, but she’d already jumped to the next rooftop. Dale leaped to follow her, but lost his footing and fell to the ground.
Smith ran to him.
Gingo followed, jumped on Dale, and licked his face.
“Down girl, down,” he said, but she ignored him.
Dale and Smith approached the front entrance of the castle fifteen minutes later.
“Was Amy trying to…”
“I don’t know,” Smith answered. “But while we’re in town, you’d better have Gingo out.”
When she heard her name she looked at Smith and barked.
“Good girl,” he said, and petted her. “You’ve got to take a nap, girl. I don’t think you should be running around in the castle.”
“Probably not,” Dale said. “Come on, girl.” He put her away and looked at Smith. “What do we tell Jara and Yingtai?”
“Nothing,” Smith said. “Let’s see what they say first.”
They presented their credentials to the guards and were admitted into the castle.
An aide approached them and introduced herself. “I am Annagrum. Welcome! We’ve been eagerly expecting you. Follow me, Master Dale and Master Smith. We have rooms for you. Refresh yourselves and relax. We’ll be serving a feast in the main dining room shortly. You have seats next to Princess Talargo, who is anxious to meet you both.”
Dale and Smith followed the aide to their rooms, and agreed to meet again in the dining hall after taking a shower and a nap.
“Shall I send a bathing maid, Master Dale?” the aide asked before leaving the room.
“Um,” Dale said.
“It is the custom here, Master Dale,” she said.
“No. Thank you,” he said. “I can handle this on my own.”
“As you wish, Master Dale,” she said. “If you change your mind, please let me know, the maids of the Castle are the most skilled in the land.”
Dale took the longest hot shower of his life and fell into a deep sleep.
Later that evening he entered the main dining hall with Smith, and was shocked by the opulence. He’d expected something fantastic, but the scene was beyond what he’d pictured.
The room had a long table, at least one hundred meters in length, and there were people seated along both sides of it, shouting, eating, and drinking. On either side of the room, there were serving tables, bars, and hosts who brought drinks, meats, and dishes to the main table. Raised stages ran along the outer walls for all kinds of performers.
Their aide guided them to the head of the table.
“My Lord King Mopsus, may I present Master Dale and Master Smith, companions, and guardians of Princess Jara.”
The King stood and put out his hands. “Welcome to my Kingdom, travelers.” He took Dale’s hand in both of his and shook vigorously, then did the same with Smith.
Then the King introduced them to Princes Talargo.
Dale felt his heart stop.
She surpassed the word beautiful in a way that Dale wouldn’t have been able to explain beyond mumbling how pretty she. If love-at-first-sight was a reality, Dale had been sucked into a vortex leading somewhere he’d never been before.
Such was the nature of love and beauty.
Still, the image of Amy was strong in his mind, so he fought the compulsion to ask the princess to marry him on the spot. He felt insane to even be thinking about such things. For all he knew, she was an NPC, and he’d been enchanted with a romance potion.
“Thank you for risking a perilous journey,” she said. “Tomorrow we must meet and discuss news from my father… But not tonight. Tonight, we feast!”
The King pointed to the chairs that had been saved for them.
“Sit, eat, and drink,” his Highness said. “I’d like to hear about your world. I’ve been told the most interesting stories by Master Yingtai, and I don’t know if I should believe whether she’s a historian or a master story-teller. Machines that fly like dragons? Please, be at home and tell me fantastic stories, my friends. Our roasted razordillo is the best in the entire land. In fact, I’ve got the best bakers and the best brewers, too. Tell me if it isn’t so!”
Dale sat.
He smiled at Jara, and then at Yingtai. They seemed friendly. He’d talk to them tomorrow. It was too crowded and noisy now.
Dale wondered if it was safe. He remembered what had happened the last time he was in a banquet with the princess.
An assassination attempt…
The razordillo was absolutely the best Dale had ever tasted. The chefs had roasted the meat until the outside was crispy and lightly seasoned, the inside tender and juicy. Fat dripped down his chin as he ate. The meat was served with chutneys and sauces of various fruits, so that each bite perfected a mixture of savory and sweet.
Their waiter served a wheat beer that the King claimed had won ten brewing contests and was the best in the land.
“We love to serve only the best here,” the King said. He was clearly drunk.
Dale smiled, raised his mug, and drank.
“The best ever, your highness,” he said, looking straight at Princess Talargo.
 
While the feast continued late into the night, Amy and Emi perched themselves in a shadow on the roof of the main kitchen.
“There are still too many guards,” Emi whispered.
“We’ll wait as long as we need to.” Amy closed her eyes and rested.
“It’s going to be a long night,” Emi said, stroking Amy’s hair. “You should get some sleep, I’ll keep watch.”
 
“Princess, wake up,” Yingtai said.
“What?!” Princess Talargo sat up with a jolt. “Why are you in my room? Where are my guards?”
“They’ve been given a sleep potion, Rohini,” Jara said. “Yingtai and I are here to save you. There are assassins in the castle. Get dressed. We must sneak out of here.”
“Sneak?!” the Princess Rohini Talargo shouted. “Alert the Palace Guard! We fight assassins, we don’t sneak away like cowardly pets!” She walked to the door, felt a sting on her neck, and fell unconscious to the floor.
 
Dale jolted awake.
He heard commotion outside his room.
He rose, opened the door, and spotted a passing guard. “What’s going on?”
“The princess has been kidnapped,” the guard answered.
Dale donned his armor and changed into his professional avatar. He found Smith, who’d also awakened from all the commotion.
“What’s happened?” Smith asked.
“It’s the princess. She’s been kidnapped,” Dale answered.
“Let’s find Jara and Yingtai,” Smith said, and headed to their rooms.
He beat on Jara’s door. “Princess Jara! Wake up!”
There was no answer.
“Guard, can you open this door?” Smith asked.
A king’s guard opened the door. He did the same to Yingtai’s room after finding Jara’s empty.
“They’ve been kidnapped too,” Dale said.
“Maybe,” Smith said.
“What do you mean?” Dale asked.
“I mean… I don’t trust anyone, come on.” Smith ran off towards the main hall.
 
Emi shook Amy.
“Wake up,” she said. “It’s time, look.”
Princess Jara and Yingtai were riding away from the castle. They had a pony behind them, carrying a rolled carpet just about the size of a person.
“Bold,” Amy said.
“Indeed. They’re getting desperate,” Emi said. “We need to follow, now, before they get too far.”
Amy was already running before Emi could finish her sentence.
 
Dale and Smith left the castle. All the rooms had been searched. The princess Rohini Talargo had a company that was loyal, but they were all asleep thanks to a potion.
The king’s guard formed groups and argued about what to do and where to go. Dale and Smith had no time for it.
They left on their mounts and raced to the center of the village. The assassins would likely be taking their captives out of the city, although Dale wondered why they hadn’t simply killed them in the castle.
“This is about the Jewel of Sartozel, not about assassination, isn’t it?” Dale asked Smith.
“Everything is always different than it seems,” Smith said. “At least it seems that way…”
 
“We’re being pursued,” Yingtai said.
“Of course,” Jara said. “It’s what I expected. The two assassins. Bitches. They should be dead already.”
“But they’re not,” Yingtai said. “What should we do?”
“Stay behind and ambush them,” Jara said. “I’ll take the beautiful princess and her little pony, and meet you in the dungeon.”
 
Amy felt a premonition – she sensed a predator stalking close-by. “Stop,” she said, and dismounted.
Emi dropped to the ground and followed her.
They crept along the trail, and an arrow flew just over their heads.
Amy ducked. The arrow struck a tree behind them in an explosion of ice that cracked the trunk, and the tree fell with a loud thud.
“Move to the left,” Amy said.
Emi did so, as Amy warmed a spell to imbue an arrow. She edged closer to where she suspected Yingtai or Jara were hiding. She assumed it was only be one of them, or both would have fired at the same time.
Amy snuck along, and eventually came across the nest that their attacker had fired from. It was empty.
“She’s gone,” Amy said.
“Was it Jara?” Emi asked.
“Doesn’t matter which. They’re leapfrogging, leaving one behind to ambush, the other getting closer to a lair. I’m sure the princess has a dungeon hideaway. It’s the only thing that makes sense, or she’d already be on the road to Ardra By The Sea,” Amy said. She followed the tracks left behind by the archer, and eventually found the pony’s trail.
“This way,” Amy whispered to Emi. “I’ve picked them up again.”
 
“They’re pursuing us, Jara,” Yingtai said. “We need to ditch the pony.”
“You want to carry her?” Jara looked at the rolled carpet.
“Not really,” Yingtai answered. “We could wake her and make her walk.”
“Too risky,” Jara said.
“True. I have a bear mount,” Yingtai said. “I’ll carry her with me. The bear won’t leave tracks; at least as obvious as the pony.”
They picked up the rolled carpet and threw it on the ground.
“UMPH!”
“She’s awake,” Yingtai said.
Jara imbued an arrow. “Roh, darling, if you want to live, be quiet and do what you’re told.”
Rohini moaned in pain. Her muffled voice emanated from the carpet. “Where are we?”
“In the woods,” Yingtai said. “Now shut up.” She unrolled the carpet and Rohini plopped out.
Yingtai placed a long-bladed dagger against her skin forcefully enough to draw blood. “Do what you’re told or I’ll open your throat.”
“Traitor,” Rohini said.
“From your perspective, this is true,” Yingtai said. “But I’m being true to my people. I’m no more a traitor to them than you are to yours. Now move.”
“Where are you taking me?” she asked.
“Don’t worry about it, darling,” Jara said. “Just obey, follow, and keep quiet.”
“You’ll never get the jewel from me,” the Princess said with a tone of defiance. She spat on the ground in disgust.
Jara slapped her and spoke in a quiet authoritarian tone. “Be respectful, as your station matters little now. Behave and you may live.”
Rohini scowled.
Yingtai moved to the pony with her blade extended.
“No, please, let the pony alone,” Rohini begged. “She’s never hurt anyone.”
“I don’t care if—”
Jara interrupted her. “Don’t kill the pony. It’ll leave tracks for our pursuers in the wrong direction. Slap it and let it run free.”
Yingtai put away her blade, untied the pony’s restraint, and slapped the animal’s haunch. It bolted away, into the trees.
“Come along,” Jara said.
 
The pony ran right to Amy and Emi, who captured it, fed it a carrot, and calmed the beast with their gentle words.
 
Dale and Smith noticed the signs of a fight. Dale pointed at the pony tracks and nodded. They continued for a time, inching through the trees. Dale thought he heard a voice.
“We’re close,” Dale whispered.
“I hear something,” Smith whispered back to him. “Follow me.”
Dale did so, and saw two figures in the distance with a pony.
“But no princess,” Smith said.
“No. What should we do?”
“Attack, I guess,” Smith said. “But it’s your call.”
 
“Do you think they’ve killed her already?” Emi asked.
“No. They knew we were tracking the pony. This is a diversion.”
“What should we do?” Emi ran her hand along the pony’s neck. “She’s a beautiful beast.”
“We’ll send her home and—”
Emi dove behind the pony. The arrow meant for her missed, but a second volley was already in the air. Amy threw herself in front of Emi with a shield and blocked the arrow that would have ended her. Emi’s health dropped to barely ten percent. Someone had fired powerful magic.
“Who’s firing on us? Jara?” Emi asked.
“I don’t think so,” Amy said. “I’m afraid it might be Dale and Smith.”
“We need to tell them, we—”
Two arrows came from the other direction. One struck Amy, and the other struck the pony.
Emi healed Amy and glanced around. “We need to get to cover. We’re in a cross-fire.”
Amy stared at the ground. “It’s the jewel…”
The dead pony had dropped the Jewel of Sartozel.
 
“That bitch Amy has the jewel,” Yingtai said.
“I see that,” Jara said as she drew a sword. Swinging to decapitate princess Talargo, she muttered under her breath. “One less piece of baggage.”
Rohini wasn’t as dull-witted as the pair had assumed. She ducked the blade, retrieved a small knife that she slept with, and plunged it into Jara’s chest.
Jara punched her in the face.
Rohini, even in full combat gear and armed, couldn’t have won a fight against two highly skilled warriors. As it was, she’d been kidnapped from her bed and wore a silk nightgown. She pulled the knife from Jara’s chest and prepared to plunge the blade for a second time. Yingtai grabbed her arm and stopped her.
“Cowards,” Rohini said.
Yingtai twisted her arm to the point of snapping, and she dropped her blade and sank to her knees.
Jara pulled out a longbow and pulled the bowstring taunt—and an incoming arrow skewered her shoulder. She misfired and the bolt flew past Rohini and struck Yingtai. The Mugron warrior screamed in fury, but she had the presence of mind to kick Rohini and scoop up her dropped blade.
Rohini tackled Jara.
Once on top of her, she pulled out the arrow—grateful that someone was pursuing her—and lifted her arms above her head. The shaft firmly in her hands, she aimed at Jara’s face, intent on ramming the bloody shaft through one her eye.
It was Yingtai slitting Rohini’s throat with her own blade, who stopped her plan.
Rohini, spurting blood, drove the arrow downward, but too slowly…it sunk into the ground near Jara’s head.
“You’ve lost, Roh,” Jara whispered in her ear. She pulled the assassin’s arrow from the dirt and plunged it through Rohini’s ribs.
 
“The assassins have the jewel,” Dale said.
“They can’t escape. We have them in a crossfire,” Smith said.
Dale nocked another arrow and fired it at Amy and Emi.
Smith did the same.
They watched the two assassins move into the trees. “We can keep them in a crossfire and get the jewel back,” Smith said.
“I still can’t believe Amy would assassinate the princess.”
“What else can we believe?”
“I don’t know,” he said.
“You don’t have time to feel bad,” Smith said.
“I know I have to kill Amy if I get the chance.” Yingtai was right. Jara was right. “This is one really sick—”
“It’s like you said,” Smith whispered. “We’re pawns.”
 
“We need to get close to Dale so I can talk to him,” Amy said.
“He’s not going to believe you,” Emi said.
“We have little choice.”
They moved under the cover of brush and headed downhill. They occasionally stopped to fire arrows in the direction of Jara and Yingtai, but mostly they moved towards Dale and Smith.
When they got close enough to speak to them, Amy called out to Dale.
“I don’t believe you, Amy,” Dale said. “How can I?”
“Think about it. I could have killed you. I didn’t,” Amy said.
“But Yingtai saved me,” Dale said.
“To keep her true identity hidden. She’s with the Declanians.”
“That’s crazy.”
“Maybe, but think about—”
An arrow—a near miss—stopped Amy from finishing her sentence.
Yingtai and Jara were close.
“Hold on, Yingtai!” Dale shouted. “We need a parlay of some kind.”
“No time, Dale,” Yingtai said. “You know your duty. Stop the assassins. Unless you’re one of them?” Yingtai spat her words with contempt. “They’ve killed Princess Talargo. Now they have the jewel. You’re not a traitor, are you?”
“No, of course not,” Dale answered.
“Then do what the king commissioned you to do,” Yingtai commanded. “Stop the assassins and secure the jewel.”
 
“Amy!” Dale shouted. “Is this true? You have the jewel? You killed the Princess?”
“I have the jewel, but I didn’t kill the Princess,” Amy answered.
“She lies,” Jara shouted from the distance. “I watched her kill Rohini with my own eyes, Dale. You watched her try to kill me at a peaceful diplomatic function. Do your duty!”
Smith had left Dale and snuck around Amy and Emi while they argued. He moved close to them and brought out his war hammer.
He could hear Amy shouting at Dale, but he couldn’t find Emi until she spoke.
“Amy,” Emi whispered. “We’re going to have to kill—”
She didn’t finish her sentence. Smith, swinging his war hammer with full force, smashed Emi. Her health was already low, and the blow, hitting her in the head, destroyed her completely. She died.
Amy screamed and ran.
Smith chased her.
 
Dale cringed when Smith killed Emi.
When he ran after Amy, Dale jumped up and took off after them.
Amy was very fast, and she was running downhill, but she was also leaving an easy trail to follow.
When Dale caught up with Smith they were in a box canyon. Amy was cornered against a tall cliff, and her health was nearly at zero.
“We got her,” Smith said.
“Maybe we should listen to her,” Dale said.
“We have all the evidence we need. She’s got the jewel,” Smith said. “It’s the thing we came to protect. What more could you want to know?”
“Dale, I’m not a traitor,” Amy said. “I’m in the assassin’s guild. We were hired to stop two traitors, and recover the jewel. We are Klaharnians, the same as you, the same faction, the same team. We’re on the same side. Jara and Yingtai are your enemies. They took the Princess.”
Dale thought she sounded sincere, but he’d been tricked too many times. “Why’d you have the princess’s pony?” he asked.
“I can explain,” Amy said. “Let me come out and I’ll give you the Jewel of Sartozel. That would prove my alliance with you.”
“Okay,” Dale said.
Amy stepped from behind a group of rocks holding the Jewel of Sartozel in her hand.
Smith threw a spear. It struck her in the chest, and she fell. The jewel rolled on the ground beside her.
“No!” Dale shouted. He ran to Amy, ignoring the jewel, and cradled her head.
“I’m sorry, Dale. I should have told you,” she said. “Stay my boyfriend? Please? I love you, Dale.”
“I… I can’t,” Dale said. “You lied…”
“No,” Amy said. “I upheld my guild obligations. My duty.”
“I thought you loved me,” Dale said.
“I do.”
“No. Love is first. Above war, alliances, guilds, the platoon, and…anything. Love is either first, or it’s not love.”
Dale set her head down.
Her tears mixed with blood as she died.
“Come on,” Smith said. “It’s dangerous here.”
Dale looked at the jewel, its brightness glistening in the moonlight. He took a step towards it, and an arrow streaked towards him. He barely dodged being struck.
He turned towards Smith. A second arrow embedded into Smith’s thigh.
The giant ape-man screamed in agony and dove behind an outcropping of rocks.
Dale had enough mana to heal Smith, but the enchantment took his light mana down to nearly zero, which was where his dark mana was at the moment. “We’re in big trouble,” he said.
“I can see that,” Smith said.
“You killed Amy. She was telling the truth.”
“I’m sorry,” he said.
Smith sounded sincere and Dale knew he’d probably have done the same thing. But the fact remained, Dale had watched Amy die twice now, and it hurt.
“We’ll talk about it later,” Dale said. “For now we have to protect the jewel.” He peeked from behind the boulder and an arrow with Ice Magic exploded in his face.
He jerked back, partially blinded.
“Here, drink this,” Smith said. He handed him a potion.
Dale’s health was restored, but Smith was going to run out of health potions and mana too.
“We need a plan,” Dale said. He exhaled a deep breath. Completely mentally and physically exhausted, he didn’t know what to do next.
“No shit,” Smith said. “We need a plan.”
“The jewel.” That was the priority.
“Why don’t you just walk out there and get it?” Smith asked, his voice cold.
“Why are you being such a dick?” Dale had never heard Smith be so mean, especially to him. He suspected it was probably guilt over killing Amy.
Amy and Emi had been working on their side the whole time.
Jara and Yingtai had been the traitors, and not only that, he and Smith had been helping them all along.
“We need to move if we’re going to live,” Smith said.
“The jewel?”
“It won’t help us if we die,” Smith answered. “It can’t be bound to anyone. It always drops at death, no matter who possesses it. It’s one of the rules of this crazy-ass war. The jewel has to be taken back to a base and protected. That’s how it works. Otherwise I could jump out there and grab it, and hell, you could kill me and it would be safe.”
“So…” Dale was at the end of his patience. He began to think it wouldn’t matter if he died. He’d be back on the ship. He’d get a hot shower. He could talk to Amy. “These government fuckers…”
“Yeah, so… What to do? First priority is to survive, yes?” Smith sounded tired, but also pragmatic.
“Should we make a run for it and then regroup?” Dale stood and tried to peer around the boulder.
“Regroup with who?” Smith asked. “I think it’s just you and me.”
When Dale got his head just beyond the edge of the stone, he saw Yingtai approaching the jewel with an Ice Magic imbued arrow ready to fire. Jara was in a position to fire on them as well from behind a rock, a few meters behind Yingtai.
“Crap,” Dale said. “They’re right here, and they’ve got the jewel.” Dale watched Yingtai ease her bow-string, pick up the stone, store it, and redraw. She backed away, keeping her arrow pointed at them, and joined Jara.
Dale didn’t have enough power to attack them directly.
“We’ll have to follow them, but if we don’t recover more mana, it’ll be a short fight,” Smith said.
“Agreed.”
Dale and Smith weren’t highly skilled trackers, but Yingtai and Jara were moving at a fast pace, so they left a clear trail. They continued uphill, following the tracks until they came to a dungeon.
Dale lit a torch as they walked into the entrance. A stone statue, seated on a stone chair, stood and spoke. “What do you seek?” Its voice was raspy and old.
“We’re chasing two traitors,” Dale said.
“Ah, a traitor’s quest,” the stone figure said. “This dungeon mine is perfect for betrayal and treachery, travelers. If you seek power and loot, then enter here, but I must warn you that you will face your worst nightmares and demons.”
“It’s not like this night can get much worse,” Dale said.
The guard laughed deeply. From his rumbling chest, he spoke. “It can always get worse, travelers. Always. I offer you a quest.”
You’ve been offered a quest: A Quest of Betrayal and Traitors
You’ll pursue traitors, face fears and nightmares, and perhaps die alone.
The Rewards: Unknown
The Risks: Specifics unknown, but really, really bad. You should turn back!
Accept: [Y/N]
 
“Screw me twice,” Dale said.
“You’re really not my type,” Smith said, “but thanks for the offer.”
“I accept the quest,” Dale said.
“I’ll pay for my own sins,” Smith said. “I accept.”
The door opened.
They walked into a dark mine shaft.
The door slammed shut behind them.
Dale’s torch sent flickers of orange and yellow along the walls. It wasn’t a dwarf mine. The walls were rough stone, as if formed from lava. Moss and plants grew, and water dripped. Mushrooms grew in colonies along the base of the walls. Bats hung from the ceiling. Rats scurried when they approached with their torches. Nothing attacked them as they walked, which seemed like a bit of good luck, but Dale thought maybe it was a false security.
He skewered a rat.
+10XP
Killed: Common Brown Tree Rat
Dropped: 1 mangy pelt: Poor Quality (and rather disgusting)
“I think other players kill rats early on, Dale,” Smith said.
“I know, but I’m a contrarian sometimes.”
“Maybe you should bring out Gingo?” Smith said.
Dale agreed.
His golden retriever was happy to see him and licked his face.
Continuing forward, he carried a torch in one hand and a rapier in the other. The assassin’s blade seemed like the right weapon, as so far all the beasts were small and fast. Although nothing had attacked them yet, he expected something to surprise them at any moment.
They continued until they came to a small tunnel that extended off the main shaft. Dale decided to take a quick look to see if there was anything of interest.
The tunnel was empty, or at least looked that way. He ran his hand along the walls searching for loose rocks concealing hidden niches. He found a stone with a groove around it and retrieved a knife and began to pry the stone loose.
“What did you find?” Smith asked.
“Not sure.” Dale continued to pry until the stone fell, revealing a cache with a brilliant gemstone.
Congratulations! You’ve found The Grandidierite Gem.
The Unlucky Gem Quest: You’ve found 1 of 13 gems.
Hint: Perhaps you should give this cursed gem to an extra special woman in your life?
“Crap,” Dale said. “One of the Unlucky Gems…”
“Perfect for this trip,” Smith said. “Better you than me.”
“Well, if we run into Jara…at least I have a gift for her.”
“So do I,” Smith said. The great ape-man swung his war hammer.
They came to an open cavern glowing in a light green color generated by moss growing on the rocks. An underground river that flowed with obvious power blocked their path.
“I hear falls of some kind,” Dale said.
“Me, too.” Smith walked to the edge of the water and jumped back. “There’s something in there!”
Dale put Gingo away as he watched two creatures rise through the water.
Nicor
Level 9
A shape-shifting water spirit.
Attack style: Various, depends upon shape taken.
Weapons: Varies.
Magic: Dangerous.
Tech: None, but can replicate tech.
 
Nokken
Level 8
A shape-shifting water spirit.
Attack style: Various, depends upon shape taken.
Weapons: Varies.
Magic: Dangerous.
Tech: None, but can replicate tech.
The two water spirits rose above the river riding beasts.
Can Ni Ma, Grass Mud Horse, Level 6, Battle Pets.
“Why do you disturb us?” one of the spirits demanded.
“Crap,” Dale said.
“What do you see?” Smith asked.
“It’s Amy and Emi,” Dale said. “I mean, it’s not them, but it looks like them. You?”
“I can’t say,” Smith said. He sounded scared. Fear was something Dale had never heard in his voice before.
“Come to me, Dale,” the creature that resembled Amy said. “I want to love you forever.”
“Yes, embrace her,” the second spirit urged. Its voice wasn’t as close to Emi’s voice as the first creature’s voice was a mimic of Amy. Dale felt a chill. The second spirit moved at Smith, while the first continued towards Dale.
He imbued an arrow and took a step backward. He let the arrow fly and jumped to the right.
The Amy-creature screamed and rode at Dale with a sword. Dale switched weapons and raised his shield and sword. She flew by him, striking his shield while Dale tried unsuccessfully to slice at the spirit. His sword went right through her, not causing any damage. He was going to need to rely on magic.
The mud horse reeled and turned, and the spirit began its second charge.
Dale threw his shield at the charging beast.
The adder caused the mud horse to rear, and it threw its rider. It brought its hooves down on the snake. The snake struck the horse, and the horse struck the snake, back and forth, until they both died.
The Amy-beast cackled like a witch.
“Do you have any more snake shields, Dale?”
“How do you know my name?” Dale took a step back.
“I know many things about you, Dale. How you stood back and watched your true love be killed. You’re a coward. I know how everyone you love betrays you. Even now, you know that Smith will betray you. Your life is ending here, and you’ll die alone. Here, in my world, where there is no escape.”
“Dale, don’t listen to anything they say to you,” Smith shouted.
But Dale didn’t pay attention to him. His mind was clouded with doubt and fear.
“Come to me, Dale,” the spirit said. “I’ll make you a mighty warrior, Dale. Together we can rule my world. No more pain, Dale. No more betrayal. No more anguish.”
Dale took a step back.
The spirit changed into Brian Daniels. “Hello Dale,” it said.
“Go away. I don’t believe you.”
“It doesn’t matter what you believe, Dale. I’m here to tell you what a fool you are. Everyone you trust betrays you. You trusted me. I was your best friend. You believed in me. I was like a brother, and yet I stabbed you in the back.” The creature laughed with a mocking cackle, and the discordant sounds echoed off the cavern walls.
Dale stood tall. “No, I don’t believe—”
“Your belief has nothing to do with it, Dale.” The Spirit changed again. It looked like Yingtai now. “You remember me, Dale?”
Dale fought in his mind. He wanted to start a fire spell, but he couldn’t concentrate.
The spirit continued to mock him. “I am Yingtai, Dale. You helped me kill your one true love. You helped me kill the Princess Talargo. You helped me get the jewel. You’re a traitor too, Dale. And worthless. A coward—”
“STOP!” Dale channeled his anger into a Fire Magic Spell.
When it was ready to cast, Dale sent a Fireball at the spirit.
The fire exploded.
He watched the spirit change into shapes.
Amy.
Yingtai.
Jara.
His mother.
His father.
Smith.
Brian.
It returned to a vision of Amy.
She cried out to him, “I love you, Dale. Save me. Help me.”
The spirit melted into the rocks and mud.
+5000XP
Killed: Nicor, water spirit, Level 9
Dropped: Water Magic Book
Dropped: Water Lore Book
Dropped: 3 carat Tanzanite gemstone: Rare Supreme Quality
Dropped: Spirit Fish: Capable of revealing enemies hidden in water
Dropped: 1000 bars of gold
Dropped: 1 Potion of Restoration: A one time boost to fully restore health and mana
Congratulations! You have reached Level 10
Dale turned to see Smith on his knees.
He was in his personal avatar, his head bent over.
The spirit-being walked up to him, touched him on the head, and picked up Smith’s war hammer.
It raised the hammer above Smith’s head.
“NO!” Dale pulled out his longbow and fired an arrow.
The arrow went through the spirit and did no damage.
“Smith!” Dale ran towards him. “Get up and fight!”
Smith stood, looking terrified.
The spirit was speaking to him, but Dale couldn’t hear what was being said.
The spirit handed Smith his war hammer. He changed into his ape avatar, and walked towards Dale.
“No! Smith, it’s me!”
“Fuck you, Dad!”
“No!”
“You bastard,” Smith shouted. “I’m going to kill you slowly.”
Dale stopped running and tried to think of something to do. Smith trudged towards him. The spirit still looked like Emi to Dale, but he couldn’t hear what she was saying to Smith.
Dale quickly scanned the Water Magic Book.
Water Magic Skill Increased: Novice Level Achieved.
As you continue to grow in Water Magic, you’ll find more interesting ways to help your friends and defeat your enemies.
Hint: Memorize specific attributes of enchantments for quick use in the middle of the action.
Dale found and warmed up a Water Baptism Healing Enchantment.
He didn’t know anything about it, but he knew it had a healing power, and it sounded good. It certainly couldn’t make matters worse. He took several steps back, speaking to Smith. “Smith! It’s me, Dale.”
Smith continued moving towards him. He lifted the war hammer and lunged at Dale when he was struck by the Baptism Healing Enchantment.
Smith screamed, dropped the war hammer, and fell to the ground.
The spirit laughed. “You’ve killed your only friend. You’re a betrayer, a back-stabbing hater, a fool. You’ve become what you hate the most.”
“No…”
Dale fell to his knees. He couldn’t take anymore.
But Smith stirred.
He changed back into his personal avatar and smiled weakly at Dale. “She’s lying,” he mouthed silently.
Dale drank the Restoration Potion he’d received in the last drop, warmed up a Fire Magic Spell, and released it at the spirit creature.
+4000XP
Killed: Nokken, a water spirit, level 8
Dropped: Water Magic Book
Dropped: 3 carat Emerald: Rare Quality
Dropped: Fire Magic Book
Dropped: Ice Knife, Level 10 assassin’s weapon
Dropped: Defense from Lies Potion
“Jesus, Smith,” Dale said, “I thought I’d lost you. I thought you were going to kill me.”
“Dangerous spirits…” Smith said quietly, almost mumbling, to himself.
To Dale, he seemed dazed, confused, and defeated.
Dale and Smith sat in the mud together. Dale read his new books on magic. Smith drank healing potions. They ate to restore their health.
“How do we get across the river?” Smith asked.
“I say we try the grizzly bear mount,” Dale answered.
“I don’t have a grizzly bear mount,” Smith said.
“I’ll cross first, then transfer it to you.”
“You can do that? From across the river?” Smith didn’t sound sure.
“Why not?”
“I suppose it’s worth a try.”
“I have a Spirit Fish. Hold on a second,” Dale said. He placed the fish in the water and a prompt told him that the water was free of danger.
“Handy fish,” Smith said.
Dale retrieved the Spirit Fish. He rode across the river on his bear, and then transferred the mount to Smith.
“That was easy,” Smith said. “I guess I need a bear.”
“Everyone needs a grizzly bear. It’s like a law.” Dale laughed.
Smith joined him, and when he stopped laughing, he said, “I’m sorry—”
“Don’t…” Dale looked at his friend. “It’s over. They were only using our—” Dale dove to the ground.
An arrow glanced off of his dragonling armor. Smith wasn’t as quick, and an arrow struck him in the shoulder.
“Move to cover,” Dale shouted. He grabbed Smith and half-dragged him to an outcropping of rocks.
“What happened?” Smith asked.
“It’s Jara and Yingtai!”
“In here? In our instance? A dungeon? How? That’s not fair,” Smith said.
“I don’t think fair has anything to do with it.” Dale began warming-up a healing enchantment. When it was ready, he pulled the arrow out of Smith’s shoulder and sent the magic into him. Smith shuddered, but in moments he was back to one hundred percent.
They were pinned behind a large rock. “Now what?” Smith asked.
“Time to be heroes, I guess.”
“I suppose I’m prepared to be a martyr.”
“If things turn to shit…whoever dies first buys the pizza and beer.”
“You’re on.”
 
Yingtai looked at Jara. “Do you think it’s really them?”
“I think so,” Jara said, giving her a dirty look. “They’re hardly in my worst nightmares.”
“Maybe they should be…” Yingtai looked down at the rock where Dale and Smith were crouched. “We can’t get them from here.”
“I can see that,” Jara said. “Maybe we can coax them out?”
“Worth a try. What do you suggest?”
Jara thought for a moment. “I have a plan.”
 
Dale was warming up a Fire Magic spell when Yingtai spoke his name.
“Dale, help me,” she said. “Jara is gone. She took the jewel. I was forced, Dale. I’m sorry, I’m not a bad person, help me.”
Dale didn’t believe her, but he stuck his head slightly outside the edge of the rock.
Yingtai was lying on the ground. She was slowly crawling on her belly, bleeding profusely, and her health bar was below ten percent. “Dale, please help me. I’ll help you get out of here. It’s a trap. The princess betrayed me. She took the jewel. She’s evil. Please, Dale, help me.”
Dale looked at Smith, who shook his head, no.
Dale peeked out from behind the rock again. Yingtai wasn’t in her undead form any longer and she’d stopped moving. She looked like an innocent little girl, her health down to eight percent, blood still flowing and in need of help.
“Please, Dale,” she said. “Don’t let me die here. Please. Help me.” She dropped her head into her arms.
Dale looked for Jara.
“Where’s the princess?” he asked.
“She betrayed me. She left with the jewel. Please, Dale, I’ll help you find her. I’m sorry.”
“She’s lying,” Smith said.
“But she’s been hit; she’s at seven percent now. She’s dying,” Dale said.
“Let her, then.” Smith tapped Dale on the shoulder and whispered to him. “She’s a decoy, a ploy. Dale, don’t be fooled. Send me out there. When I approach her, Jara will reveal herself.”
“You think so?” Dale whispered back.
“Yes, this is weak-ass play. They’re dicking with your emotions,” Smith said. “You’re a sucker for a young, pretty face.”
“Okay,” Dale said. “Let’s do it, but I’ll go out there.”
“No, Dale, think about it,” Smith said. “I have my hammer; you have Fire Magic. Let me go. I’ll attack Yingtai, you wait until Jara does something and then you hit her with Fire.”
Dale’s emotions urged him to go out there, to be the one that risked death. But his mind told him that Smith was right…his friend was the better strategist.
“Okay,” he said, “let’s do it.”
 
Jara watched from a distance as the great-ape avatar approached Yingtai. She’d hoped that Dale would insist on being the brave one; the heroic knight rescuing the damsel in distress. But no matter, she was prepared either way. Her Ice Magic, a glacier spell called Tork-Buzlaq, would slow either one down.
Smith approached Yingtai.
Jara fired her spell at him. Her hit caused his movements to momentarily slow to half speed.
He became an easy target.
Yingtai spun onto her back, drank a healing potion, and stood.
Dale fired a Fire Magic Spell at Jara’s position, a Logi spell.
She was surprised at how high he’d leveled-up in magic as flames burst around her.
 
Dale watched Jara move. His Fire Magic spell exploded at the base of the stone where she was hiding. She’d be pinned behind it for a few moments, so he turned his attention back to Smith, and watched as Yingtai removed his best friend’s head from his body.
“NO!” Dale began warming up a powerful Water Magic healing enchantment, but he stopped when reality hit. Smith was dead.
He was alone.
No spell could return Smith’s head to his body and restore his health.
Anger rose in Dale and he rushed Yingtai.
She was on her knees; her health was low again because Smith had been able to damage her with his hammer before she slaughtered him with her katana. The sword was still in her hand, covered with blood, but she wasn’t lifting it off the ground.
“Jara…” Yingtai said while looking over her shoulder.
There were still flames burning where she was expecting Jara to be.
Dale didn’t hesitate.
He retrieved the Onyx Assassin’s Dagger with the orc-spider toxin and was still at a full sprint when he drove the poisoned blade into Yingtai’s heart. “Fuck you, traitor!”
Her spasms of misery and screams of pain nearly spawned a twinge of guilt in Dale, but he dismissed the feeling as an arrow struck him in the thigh. His dragonling armor stopped most of it from penetrating too deeply, but it still inflected damage and pain. He rolled several times until he was behind a small rock that provided cover from Jara.
It was a one-on-one fight now, and although he’d gained skill and strength, there was no doubt that Jara outclassed him.
Eventually he looked at the spot where Yingtai and Smith had been. It was empty. No loot drops. She wasn’t an NPC, an idea he’d momentarily hoped might be true—that maybe she wasn’t really a cruel, cold, lying traitor. Jara, at least, had not pretended to be part of them from the start; she’d been picked up on the way. Yingtai was the one who had saved her. So they’d been working together from the start.
He thought of Amy again and his anger reignited. She’d been killed by a traitor, then hunted down by her friends. Thinking of Amy reminded Dale of the original mission: The Jewel of Sartozel.
Yingtai would have dropped it if she had it in her possession when she died. That meant Jara had it.
“You treacherous bitch,” Dale hissed. “I’m going to kill you.”
Dale warmed up another Fire Magic spell. He committed himself to using his mana in ranged DPS attacks. He wanted to avoid a close-quarters fight if he could. She had skill—being an NPC meant she didn’t feel fear—and he assumed she had no emotions or pain, either.
Ërin: Don’t assume anything in this world, love.
Dale: You mean she feels pain? Or has emotions?
I’m saying don’t assume.
Ugggg!
“You aren’t going to survive this, Dale,” Jara shouted from behind her stone cover.
Dale launched his spell and it exploded in a bright burst of light.
Jara had protected herself with both physical cover and an enchanted protection charm. She approached Dale without showing any fear.
“I’m going to kill you,” Dale said.
“No, Dale, you aren’t,” Jara said. “I’m more powerful. I’m less injured. I haven’t watched all my friends die. I don’t have your weaknesses.”
Dale stuck his head out from the edge of the rock, saw Jara walking toward him, and warmed up another spell. He counted down the last three seconds of the warm-up…three…two…and stood and fired at her as he mouthed the word, one.
She fired an Ice Magic Spell at the same moment.
When the two opposite spells hit, the chamber exploded.
A series of flashes lit the room, and waves of oven-like heat and freezer-like cold washed over him in waves.
He closed his eyes, temporarily blinded by the light show. When he opened them again he was lying on the ground.
His head hurt, his muscles ached, and he realized the shock waves had literally knocked him like he’d been hit by the paw of a great grizzly bear.
He searched the field for Jara.
She was also sitting on the ground, rubbing her head. The explosion had knocked her down, as well.
Dale stood and approached her.
She rose and fired an arrow at him.
It wasn’t imbued, and Dale dodged it. He raised a longsword and approached Jara with the weapon on his shoulder.
His mana had been depleted in the charms that had kept him alive in the explosion. He assumed Jara was in the same position. If not, she’d easily kill him.
Jara put away her bow and brought out an elven sword. It wasn’t as long or heavy as Dale’s, but she was more than competent handling it. Her weapon was wicked-looking, curved, and covered with runes. No doubt it had enchantments, perhaps even a curse or two for those it would kill.
Dale shuddered, and his gaze drifted to her cold eyes.
She walked forward three steps and adopted a defensive stance.
Don’t let your anger work to her advantage.
Dale had observed how cunning Jara was, how she used people, how she manipulated and lied.
Dale swung his sword and Jara deflected the blow. She countered with a jab, which Dale blocked. He slashed. She countered and slashed back.
Dale feigned a move; Jara adjusted.
She kicked dirt at his face. He reacted in time to shut his eyes and drop below her swing. She’d nearly taken off his head.
He countered with a low swing at her legs.
She jumped over his sword.
Dale was tiring, but so was Jara. Her swings, attacks, and defense slowed.
He attempted to take advantage of her exhaustion. Jara blocked a blow and took two steps backward. Breathing heavily, she eyed him. “We wear each other down, Dale. One of us is going to die soon. Perhaps a parlay?”
“There’s nothing to negotiate. Unless you’re willing to give me the jewel?”
“I don’t have the jewel,” Jara said. “I know you have it.”
“I don’t have the jewel,” Dale said.
Why was she lying about this?
“You picked it up from Yingtai,” she said. “I’m not a naive fool, Dale.”
Dale paused. What was this? Did Yingtai really have the jewel before she died? That couldn’t be; she would have dropped it. But did she give the jewel to Jara?
If she had, why hadn’t Jara simply escaped? She had nothing to gain by fighting Dale. Even if she had the advantage, why take the risk if she already had the jewel?
“I don’t want to die here,” Dale said.
“Then give me the jewel,” Jara said.
“What guarantee do I have that you’ll not take the jewel and then kill me anyway?”
“Dale, think. If I had the jewel, why would I risk a fight with you?” she asked. “Why? My goal is the same as yours, to secure the gemstone for my faction. We are on opposite sides, but the motives we have are identical. Give me the jewel and I’ll leave you.”
“I need more assurance. How do you get out of this place?”
“If I show you, do I have your word, as a man of honor, that you’ll surrender the jewel to me?”
“Do I have your word you’ll leave me in peace?” Dale asked.
“I swear,” Jara said.
Unbelievably, she actually sounded sincere to him.
“Then I swear as well,” Dale said.
He hoped he sounded sincere to her, especially since he was lying.
Dale put his sword away. He brought out the cursed Grandidierite Gem, a beautiful five-carat stone.
It was stunningly beautiful, and charmed.
Jara’s mouth dropped open. Greed radiated from her face.
Dale hoped that she’d never heard of King Cerion or his twin daughters. He held up the gemstone and turned it slightly. The facets channeled points of light and splashed Jara’s face with sparkles of multicolored luminescence.
“Show me the way to the exit,” he said. “No tricks.”
Jara put away her sword. She walked in the opposite direction, occasionally glancing over her shoulder to check on Dale.
He kept the gem out in the open and did not bring out a weapon, and followed her to the back of the chamber.
“Here,” she said. She pushed on an oddly shaped stone on the wall, and an opening appeared. “You follow this and end up several kilometers downriver from the Three Queens, on the road to the sea. Now give me the jewel and I’ll be on my way.”
“I want something in return,” Dale said.
“I give you your life,” Jara said. “That’s not enough?”
“I don’t really believe you think you can simply kill me without risk,” Dale said. “Or you would do so.”
“You weren’t fighting with a shield,” Jara said. “I have a dragonling armor shield I’ll trade you.”
Dale considered for a moment, to give credence to his ploy. “Okay,” he said.
Dale and Jara agreed to the swap.
He gave her the gem and she gave him the shield.
It took Jara less than a fraction of a second to realize Dale had outplayed her.
“You black-hearted scum!” she shouted.
She threw the gem at Dale.
He ducked. The five-carat stone rolled along the ground, and he armed himself with his assassin’s rapier and his new dragonling armor shield.
She rushed him with her elven sword swinging wildly.
Dale raised the shield.
Jara swung her sword, and he deflected her attack.
He brought the rapier up in a smooth, powerful stroke, running it from her lower abdomen up into her lungs.
She fell.
Unable to overcome the curse brought by the gem, Jara gasped for air, blood frothing from her mouth.
“End it quickly,” she said.
Dale brought out the Ice Knife, the assassin’s weapon received from the Nokken spirit creature.
Jara screamed, but only for an instant.
Jara’s face froze. Her body followed, and after cracking into a thousand pieces, what remained melted and the dirt absorbed her remains.
+20,000XP
Killed: The Princess Jara
Dropped: 3 Ice Magic Books
Dropped: 5 Health Potions
Dropped: 3 Crystal Light Orbs
Dropped: 2 Carat Fiery Red Diamond: Rare Unique Quality
Dropped: Undead Adder Battle Pet
Dropped: 2000 bars of Gold
Congratulations!
You have reached Level 11.
Dale had watched all of his platoon, his friends, die.
He’d watched Amy die twice.
He’d rejected her.
The shock of watching Smith die hit him like a falling tree. Dale had fought alongside Smith since the very beginning when he and Brian had run the Mount Dog training tutorial.
He reminded himself that his friends had resurrected back on the Jabez. They might even be a day away from meeting him. They might even already be at the Pierstone Castle, looking for him. But these thoughts didn’t comfort him. Watching them die, knowing what death was like, caused him emotional anguish.
He wasn’t the same after he’d been killed by the Queen black widow.
He couldn’t put his finger on what was different, but he knew his personal universe had altered.
Dale felt a dull ache when he thought about Amy. Maybe he was wrong? Maybe she’d done her duty and hadn’t betrayed him? What would he have done in her shoes? Why did it hurt so badly?
Dale stood and walked to the spot where Yingtai had died.
Where Smith had fallen.
Where did the Jewel of Sartozel go?
Why didn’t Yingtai drop it? Hadn’t she picked it up from the ground right in front of Dale?
The Princess didn’t have the jewel, and Yingtai didn’t have the jewel…
Weird.
Dale brought Gingo out. He wanted someone to keep him company.
“Hey girl,” he said. He patted her head and gave her a treat. “Good dog.”
Gingo wagged her tail and barked for more treats.
“Woof!”
“Okay, girl,” Dale said, and gave her another snack. “I think we need to get outside. Come on girl.”
But Gingo wouldn’t follow him. She was sniffing the ground and circling a spot in the dirt she liked, and started digging with her front paws.
“What did you find, girl?” Dale asked.
Gingo dug up the Jewel of Sartozel.
Yingtai had buried it as a precaution before she died. Smart.
Dale picked up the jewel. He’d heard that it was over five carats, and stunningly beautiful. It was true. Even partially covered in dirt and mud, it was the most impressive faceted gemstone he’d ever seen.
“So, this is what the war is all about…” he muttered to himself.
Dale put the stone in his inventory, called Gingo to follow him, and headed to the exit.
When Dale left the mountain tunnels and chambers into the night, he was beyond tired and exhausted. He felt three-quarters dead.
He found a secure spot, hoped that Gingo would make a good guard dog, and fell asleep under the stars, not waking the next day until the sun was already high in the sky.
 
Dale’s return to Irkalla was uneventful.
He avoided enemies, and Robur, who had defeated the Declanian force, accompanied him through the mines so he could return to Evelake without much danger. Dale spent the night in the village and then made his way back without seeking any adventure at all. He wanted to get the jewel back without incident, and he couldn’t risk dying and dropping the stone – he’d worked far too hard to obtain it.
That also meant he didn’t want to any delays in Irkalla when he caught up with his platoon.
He needed to convince them to return to the Jabez without explaining why. He didn’t want to tell anyone about the jewel. It seemed safer that way.
“But Dale, we have time to go on some quests and get loot,” Sergeant Dyfrig said. “We don’t have an official mission right now. I’m not ordering you to do anything, but why wouldn’t you want to go with us?”
“I don’t know, Sergeant,” Dale said. “Maybe I just need a break…”
“Those treacherous women beat you up pretty bad, didn’t they?” The lizard-man looked at Dale with a sideways glance. A questioning look. “You didn’t die…”
“It was tough. I don’t really want to talk about it,” Dale said.
“So, the Princess Jara lives?” Lieutenant Brinkmann asked.
“I’m not totally sure, sir,” Dale said. He felt safer telling lies until he got back to the safety of the Jabez. He didn’t trust anyone except for Smith, but telling his friend might put him in danger, so it was better to lie to him, too. Dale told his platoon that Jara escaped after Yingtai died. Everyone assumed that she escaped with the jewel. That had been her plan, so it was close to the truth.
“I’ll go back with him in the morning,” Smith said.
“Me, too,” Sanjay said.
“That’s not necessary, guys. But I appreciate it.”
“Okay. Fair enough,” the lieutenant said. “So, tonight we feast with the king. He’s holding a ceremony to honor Princess Talargo,” Brinkmann said.
“She’s respawned?” Dale asked. “And returned here?”
“No, she’s not here, but her father is throwing a banquet to honor her memory.”
“This is a weird world,” Tom Kapralov said. “But the razordillo sure is fantastic.”
“All you care about is eating,” Kim Ayanna said.
“And hunting,” Tom added.
“And—” Kim checked herself and blushed.
Dale had never seen her look so cute. Her serious demeanor had given way to her feminine side. It was nice, he thought, and he was happy for her and Tom, even as it reminded him of his own losses.
“Dale, could I join you tomorrow?” Rikuto Setsu asked.
“Yeah, sure.”
“He probably wants Amy to go with him,” Galina Rasulova said.
“I don’t think he does,” Emi Himura said. “Amy’s been in her room all morning. I don’t think she’s eaten in a day.”
“I’m sorry,” Dale said, mostly to himself.
“Not my place to judge,” Emi said. “But maybe you should at least talk to her…”
“I will.”
The platoon was all together except for Yingtai, who Dale had killed, and Amy, who had a broken heart.
An hour before the feast, Dale knocked on her door.
“Come in,” she said.
“I’m sorry about everything,” Dale said.
“I am, too.”
“I wish we could go back,” Dale said. “I can’t get over—”
“I didn’t mean for you to feel betrayed, I—”
“It’s not how I felt, it’s what you did, you—”
“I had a duty—”
“You picked—”
“I’m sorry,” Amy said. “If I could go back…” She put her face into her hands and sobbed quietly.
“I guess we can never go back,” Dale said. “Can we? I’m sorry, Amy. I wish things were different.”
There were two empty chairs at the feast. Neither Amy, nor Emi, joined the rest of the platoon.
It was awkward for the lieutenant; he had to make excuses for their absence when they were awarded commendations from the king for bravery and fortitude. He gave them all gifts. Amy and Emi’s he gave to the lieutenant for safekeeping.
He talked about how setbacks and failure were always part of war.
Dale wondered why he’d been so smitten by his daughter, considering she must be an NPC.
Or was she? He wondered, but the thought faded from his mind when he realized that he’d never even bothered to asked her name. Her real name, that is, assuming she had one.
“We lost much,” the King said. “But we didn’t lose the war. The war will wage on. We must learn from our mistakes, and build on those things. We must become stronger, wiser, more resolute. I trust that the Third Platoon has learned lessons from this mission that they will carry for the duration of the war. Remember that a war, or even a life, is never about just one battle, one mission, one love, or even one jewel. It’s always about the entire campaign.”
The crowd cheered. After an obligatory applause, Dale tuned out the speeches and drank another mug of beer. When the official part of the feast ended, Dale told Smith to be ready at first light. He returned to his room, and slept without dreaming.
Dale, Smith, Sanjay, and Rikuto left at dawn for the Jabez. The trip was safe. Another two ships were in orbit, not far from the Jabez, and when they approached their base, they could see two additional space elevators in use.
“That’s a lot of troops,” Dale said.
“Yes. They arrived while we were on our mission,” Rikuto said. “I don’t think our leaders have been completely forthright about the nature of this planet or the importance of being here.”
“Of course not,” Sanjay said. “The military is never honest. It’s like politics; they’re basically the same thing.”
“Amen to that,” Smith said. “Military actions, politics, and love. Never assume anything.”
Dale noticed that Amy and Emi were already in line at the space elevator. They’d left Irkalla before dawn. Dale ached. His chest felt heavy. He wanted to apologize. He wanted to move on. He didn’t know what he wanted. He wanted Amy. He didn’t want Amy. He wanted to heal. He wanted to cry. He wanted to love. He wanted to be loved. He felt sick.
“Women…” Dale whispered to himself.
“What’s that?” Smith asked.
“Nothing. Let’s get in line.” Dale dismounted and checked in for a spot.
When they exited the elevator, Smith asked Dale if he was up for a movie.
“No. Thanks. I’m not myself. You guys go. If I change my mind, I’ll find you,” Dale said.
Dale left them and went to his pod.
It seemed so sterile and cold after being out in the woods and staying in castles and inns. He undressed, showered, and checked his email. Nothing except unimportant ship messages. He wondered about his family back home, but he worried about Amy. He decided to email her.
 
Subject: It’s me
To: Lyang, Amy
From: Brown, Dale
 
Hey Amy,
 
This is hard. I’m sorry about all that happened. I’ve thought a lot about it, and I realize I was wrong. You were doing your job, acting in the best interest of our side. I’d have done the same thing.
 
Actually, I kind of lied to my friends and everyone. I have the jewel. I wanted to tell you. I almost did, but I was afraid I’d put people in danger. I didn’t even tell Smith, my best friend, who I trust completely. I have to go to leadership and turn it over. I guess if they knew I was writing you about it and not going to command first, I’d be in trouble. But I wanted you to know.
 
We did it. We brought the jewel back safely. I couldn’t have done it without you helping me behind the scenes. I know now what you did and why you did it.
 
Can we try again? I’m sorry.
 
Dinner tonight? So, we can talk?
 
I do still love you. I’ve admitted that to myself,
 
Dale
 
Dale re-read his email twice.
He hit send.
The email bounced.
Error: Address not in the system.
Dale stared at the screen.
Ërin, are you there?
Yes, Dale. I never left you.
What happened?
I can’t tell you.
Can’t or won’t?
I can’t, I don’t know. She’s out of the system.
How is that possible?
She could have transferred to a different ship. The communication system only works on the ship you’re in during missions on planet, sorry.
Why would she do that?
Now you’re asking me to interpret human behavior. Female human behavior. Sorry, I can’t do that either.
Shit.
You’d better contact command. If they find out you’re carrying that jewel…
You’re right.
Dale sent an email to Captain Redding and requested a meeting with command, but he didn’t tell her what he wanted, only that it was important.
He entered their conference room after noticing that a new corporal sat at the desk where Nancy, the spy, used to occupy. He didn’t bother to comment. He didn’t care, and he didn’t want to know.
“Sit, Corporal,” Captain Kelvão Aquino said. “I assume this is vitally important?”
“Give him a chance,” Captain Julia Redding said. “He’s the only survivor of his platoon’s mission. I’m sure he has something important to tell us, besides the fact that he’s lovesick and misses his girlfriend.”
“Sir?” Dale looked at her.
“Enough breaking his balls, Julia, honestly. Let’s hear your report, Dale,” Captain David Beck said.
Dale looked at the three captains.
Captain Aquino eyed him like he was a bug he wanted to squash. Beck had an impatient look on his face, but the beautiful redhead smiled, winked at him when his eyes met hers, and said, “go on.”
“I’ll just show you,” Dale said.
He removed the Jewel of Sartozel and set it on the table.
+20,000XP
Congratulations! You’ve gained +10% increase in Stamina capacity.
Congratulations! You’ve reached Level 12
Congratulations! You’ve qualified for advancement to the rank of sergeant.
“Holy Shit!” Redding said. She reached out and picked up the stone, which still had traces of dirt and mud on it.
“Okay, Dale. Talk,” Captain Beck said. “Let’s hear the story.”
Dale told the officers the entire tale, to the best of his ability. Dale told them everything except for the current personal feelings he held for Amy and the returned email. He didn’t want to pick a scab.
When he finished speaking, Captain Beck told him that he’d earned the right to take leave.
“You want to go spend some time in the real world?”
“Are you serious, sir?” Dale asked.
“I shit you not.”
“Okay.”
 
“Welcome to the UEDA Training Facility Ohio Station. You’ll find transportation in…”
Dale ignored the rest of the announcements. They were mostly designed for new recruits and volunteers, and besides he knew where to go. It felt strange to be back.
He caught a train to Cincinnati and went home, arriving late at night.
“Get some sleep, son,” his father said, “we’ll talk in the morning.”
Bright and early, Dale walked into the kitchen. His parents were up early, even though it was a Saturday and they were both home from work. His little brother was watching old-fashioned cartoons—The Jetsons. A show with robotic maids and flying cars.
At least Murray Chapman got something right, he thought, thinking of Rhith Hov-jets. Looking at the sink full of dirty dishes, he wished they had a robotic maid.
“There’s coffee, son,” his mother said. “You don’t look like you got enough sleep.”
“I’m fine, mom.”
Dale poured himself a cup of coffee.
He opened the pantry and picked up a box of Captain Crunch. It was empty.
“Sh—”
“Dale?” His mother glanced up from her e-reader.
“Nothing. Sorry.” Dale looked at his brother, who was completely engaged in his television show.
“Riiigt Roarge!” a talking dog said.
Dale wished he had a talking dog, too.
“Actually, I wish I had a talking puppy,” he said half to himself.
“Why’s that son?”
“Do you know how many chicks I could pull with a talking puppy?”
His little brother had a half-eaten bowl of cereal sitting on the coffee table.
Dale settled for a bowl of granola instead.
When he finished, he walked towards the stairs, stopped, looked at his mother, and then back at the sink. He returned to the kitchen, rinsed his bowl along with the other dishes, and put them in the dishwasher.
At his computer, Dale searched message boards and chat rooms for answers to a question burning in his mind.
Was Rohini Talargo an NPC?
Or was her smile real, and a foreshadowing of his next adventure?
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CHAPTER ONE
Murder is forbidden; therefore Tedesconian murderers are punished unless they kill massive numbers to the sound of prayers.
~ Judge Telloc Hallibone
November 17, 2299 Human Common Era
Arctic DMZ, Earth
 
I’ve always hated escort missions.
Being attached to an eccentric team of researchers headed into the Arctic Demilitarized Zone seemed like easy duty when I first received my new assignment. Command often made decisions or gave orders that befuddled troopers and grunts, but I’d never heard of mixing regular infantry with Specialized Drop Infantry until I was notified I was headed north.
In spite of my reservations, I was a soldier with a job, and of course, I did it. Admittedly, my pride had been wounded – I’m SDI, and SDI aren’t regular army. We’re an elite force that carries enough integrated hardware on our backs to overthrow a small country. Specialized training and nanogear isn’t cheap, so having the Blue Squad, Fourth Platoon, Delta Company of the Seventeenth Regiment babysit scientists in the DMZ seemed at the time a waste of resources.
But seemingly insignificant international disagreements over trade routes, tariff rates, or the laws regarding the collection and sale of Amazonian aquarium fish could spark a war.
So I imagined Command had their reasons.
I liked my new platoon leader well enough. Lieutenant Williamsburg was an Earth-born Guritain with a surname that undoubtedly had resulted in many brawls as he grew up.
As a mixed-blood earthling who was a quarter Guritain I’d faced a few of those myself, but I’ll say this about putting on a uniform: the distinctions between human and purvast, whether born on Earth or Purvas, turn to dust the moment you kill your first Tedesconian.
No Teds were expected in the DZ when we began our trek, but the cold was a merciless enemy, and anyone who’s ever set foot in a recruiting station knows how much reliance to put on military intelligence. A significant number of human and purvast soldiers died as a result of the winter’s fury long before Tedesconian forces landed in the demilitarized zone, shattering the murmurings of peace talks.
On day one of our mission, our strange platoon had a full complement of soldiers. With a mix of humans and purvasts, we had six TCI-Armored infantry, twenty non-armored soldiers, and eight scientists. By the end of day twelve, we’d been reduced to half that number, with most of our losses caused by a combination of falls and extreme cold.
We’d also lost a scientist to a polar bear.
Any soldier who’s spent time in the field knows that nature can be as much of a killer as any army.
The All-Troops Sat-Comm News & Messages download didn’t arrive as usual on day thirteen. On day fourteen, our platoon leader announced we were deaf, dumb, and blind to the rest of the world. Our primary mission changed from research to survival.
On day fifteen, our point walked into an ambush.
~~~
“Who the hell’s attacking us?” someone shouted over the all-platoon comm line. Standard procedure in the frozen wasteland was to use a comm line for all tactical communication even if the other parties were standing next to you.
“Keep the comm clear of chitchat, goddammit,” Lieutenant Williamsburg ordered. “Purple leader, I need a sit-rep.”
“Sir, Purple is off-line,” one of the infantry troops announced.
The lieutenant greeted the news with an incredulous pause. “The entire squad?”
“This is Private Avery Ford, sir,” I said, breaking into the communication, my words distorted by my ragged breathing. “They’re buried under ice, sir.”
“That doesn’t explain why they’re all dead,” the lieutenant snapped, clearly exasperated.
“No, sir. HE-89s killed them.”
“Say again?”
I paused. “They’re using Tedesconian hardware, sir.”
“Jesus Christ, Avery,” he blurted, his tone dejected.
A sense of dread washed over me. “Sir?”
Another long pause.
When he finally spoke, his voice was tight. “Avery, do your best to keep the IQs alive.” After a moment of silence, he muttered something unintelligible. The lieutenant was one of those who believed decades of war between the Gurts and Teds was about to end.
His optimism was misplaced.
~~~
Two hours earlier, at first contact, we’d driven the transport into a small ravine and buried it, with the six surviving scientists aboard, under snow. A research transport wasn’t armored, so we’d gone with natural camouflage as a defense. The fifteen remaining soldiers were spread out over roughly a square kilometer.
We were fighting an unknown enemy in the middle of the most treacherous terrain on Earth.
Because we were escorting a scientific research team into neutral territory, we weren’t carrying the usual complement of missiles, rail-guns, mines, and centrifugal machine guns.
A TCI-Armor suit is versatile and compact. On routine ops I’d normally carry my favorite combination of kinetic-round missiles, high-explosive mini-grenades, and a lightweight mini-rail capable of lobbing a plethora of ordnances.
I’d often wondered why Tedesconian hardware and ammo was generally interchangeable with Gurt weaponry, but when I had lunch with a stock trader who was trying to convince me to put my military paycheck into a fund he managed, my worldview changed. We were on opposing sides of a war, but the arms manufacturers supplied both sides. Same as it ever was.
My display flashed red in warning.
<<Incoming HE-89>>
A missile had locked on my heat signature, leaving me scant seconds to react.
I was equipped with a standard-issue Gauss assault rifle, a few percussion grenades, and a dozen flares – nothing that would serve as a countermeasure against a missile. I also had a flamer, which I freed and used to torch a hole in the ice just above my right shoulder. When it was five feet deep, I set off a flare and tossed it into the opening.
<<Impact in four seconds>>, my screen cautioned.
I waited, standing by the opening, and counted, fighting to remain calm.
Four seconds doesn’t sound long, but believe me, when your expected lifespan is measured at four point one, time slows to a crawl.
TCI-Armor can’t withstand a direct hit from a high-explosive device as large as the HE-89, but it can survive a near miss – or a near hit, depending on your perspective. I was down to an eighth of a second when I hit the deck. The missile’s internal tracking system noticed. However, physics are physics, and its momentum worked against it.
I believe its internal sensors did everything they could to alter course, but its speed prevented it from doing so. Perhaps the missile mistook the glacier wall for the sky and adjusted its flight to attempt a second run; maybe it confused the flare for my heat signature, as I’d hoped when I’d taken a chance with a desperate gambit.
To this day I can’t be sure.
All I know is that at the last possible moment, the missile adjusted and slammed into the frozen wall above me. The resulting explosion caused an avalanche of glacier ice to rain down on me, knocking me flat on my back and burying me so thoroughly I was in near total darkness. I lay there trying to catch my breath, and after several incredulous seconds, I performed a damage assessment, which consisted of blinking away shock, flexing my fingers, and questioning my sanity for being in this frozen wasteland.
~~~
“I thought you were a goner,” said PFC-5 Juliana Toleman, my partner, over our person-to-person comm line. She and I had been paired together at our first duty station straight out of TCI-Armor school. I was young and idealistic at the time and thought we’d be together forever.
“Still here,” I replied with an uncomfortable grunt. I took several hesitant steps into a small ravine of ice and sent up a scout drone. “Sit-rep?” I asked her.
“Nothing to report,” she answered.
“Nobody knows who–”
The lieutenant broke in over the all-platoon comm line. “Any of you boots still breathing?”
The others checked in. There were only four of us left.
The lieutenant cleared his throat. “Blue Squad Actual, do you have an enemy contact report that’ll make me happy?”
“Sir, we got ’em,” my squad leader, Sergeant Daniels, answered.
“Good.”
“At great cost,” Daniels added.
“That’s why we make the big bucks, Sergeant.”
“Sir.”
“Let’s pick up the IQs and unwind this disgraceful mess.”
“The popsicles, sir?” Daniels asked.
“Leave ’em for now,” the lieutenant answered. “Free cryogenics.”
Sergeant Daniels remained silent. Each of us dealt differently with casualties; some used crass humor, others spoke in spiritual niceties, and many of us acted as if the dead didn’t exist.
The lieutenant filled the uncomfortable silence with a gruff bark. “Move your asses. The talent might still be alive.”
~~~
The science team was right where we’d left them.
We dug them out.
“What the hell happened out there?” asked Dr. Spencer, one of the scientists.
“I wish I knew,” the lieutenant answered.
Spencer’s tone barely disguised his surprise. “How can you not?”
“No sat-comm, Doc. No comm up or down. I can’t even tell you for sure who attacked.”
“Terrorists,” another scientist exclaimed. “Has to be.”
“That would make them an extremely well-financed terrorist group,” Sergeant Daniels said. “We were ambushed by armored drop troops with Tedescon–”
The lieutenant cut him off. “That’s enough, Sergeant.”
“I find it hard to believe a terrorist group would be this well-equipped,” another scientist, a female purvast, said in a hushed tone. “Maybe the war’s escalated, and this is no longer a neutral zone?”
“Maybe,” the lieutenant snapped. “But speculating won’t keep us alive. Troops, I want everything secured and ready to go in five minutes. Unless you’re dead, you will stay on mission. Is that understood?”
We replied in unison, “Yes, sir.”
The science team exchanged puzzled looks, but if any of the researchers had objections, they kept them to themselves.
After what we referred to as the Tuesday Massacre, we were gifted with decent conditions and managed to travel for two days without incident.
On the third day, the weather shifted. A cold front moved in with startling speed and caught us by surprise. Under cover of a pitch-black night, a powerful blizzard buffeted us in an open stretch. With no place to escape the storm’s fury, we lost one of our two transports, as well as a scientist who’d tried to stop it from falling into a crevice. Our loss – magnified by the fact that most of our food and water went missing with the transport – forced us to travel at a slower rate and hunt polar bears for food. After several botched attempts, we downed a gigantic male and dined on the fatty slabs of protein at every meal.
All these years later, the thought of eating the gamey meat still triggers a gag reflex.
On day twenty-two we entered a canyon of ice that stretched deep into the glacier. As we made our way into the gorge, sheer walls of crystalline white towered above us, blocking any warmth from the sun and ensuring that even during the few hours of daylight we remained cloaked in shadow.
~~~
“Lieutenant, sir?” I relayed over a military-only channel.
“Go ahead, Avery,” he replied. The young louie had discarded military protocol since the storm – a disconcerting sign to me, but one I’d chosen not to comment about. “But make it quick.”
“We’re being hunted.”
A pause. “Damn. A hungry bear?”
“Looks that way, sir.” The comm hissed, and the lieutenant didn’t say anything.
“Sir?” I pressed.
“SAB, Avery. We might need the meat.”
“Sir,” I said, acknowledging the command.
SAB – same as before – meant falling back with Juliana. I held up a hand to indicate that we’d be hanging back from the rest of the column.
“Another bear?” she asked over our personal comm line.
“Think of it as a mobile buffet coming our way,” I answered.
We scooped up fresh snow and created a mound we could use for cover, and hurriedly set up blinds, hers thirty meters behind mine and closer to the far canyon wall. Camouflage requirements were simple in the demilitarized zone, where everything was various shades of white. Using the TCI-Armor’s LBCS for camouflage effect wasn’t worth the energy suck; you never knew when an extra hour of battery life would make the difference between mission success and freezing to death, trapped inside an armored coffin.
Steep glacier walls jutted into the sky on either side of us, leaving the hunting bear with only one approach. This made our field of fire relatively easy, which, combined with our speed and weaponry, tipped the odds in our favor. As fast as polar bears were – and they were fast – they were still slower than a trained soldier in a suit.
“I got him lit up in my DS,” I said. I thumbed a heat-signature tracking program to life and watched the big animal lumber toward us on my display screen.
“I’d kill for a hamburger and fries,” Juliana said.
“I’ll take you out for a double cheese and bacon when we get back.”
“If we get–”
“Don’t be morbid,” I said.
She sighed and clicked her tongue. “I don’t know if I can gag down any more bear meat.”
“Beats the alternative,” I observed.
“I’m definitely not eating purvast.”
“You’d eat human if it meant surviving.”
I heard a gagging sound over the comm. “Not a chance, Avery.”
“You will if you have no–” I stopped short as the ice vibrated under my boots. Loud cracking echoed off the ravine face. Snow and shards of ice broke loose along the top as the glacier fractured, dropping an avalanche of sharp spikes and boulder-sized chunks. I instinctively ducked, my pulse thudding in my ears, even though we were far enough from the impact zone that we weren’t in danger of being crushed. The tremors increased in intensity and peaked with five shocking jolts. Falling snow picked up by a swirling wind created a freezing twister that traced the course of the canyon, causing a mini-whiteout in my monitor.
“Juliana?” I called.
A moment later she answered. “I’m good.”
“Hold one. I’m coming to you.” I moved deliberately toward her position, but I couldn’t make her out against the arctic white. I typed a Locate & Path command into my hip-mounted 12-Key All-Weather and waited for her icon to appear on my DS.
Nothing.
“Jules,” I said, “I’m twenty meters away. No visual. Could you light something up?”
I waited. Still nothing. There was no sign of her on my display.
I tried again. “Jules? Juliana? Can you hear me?”
There was no response.
~~~
The lieutenant’s icon blinked on my DS from farther down the canyon.
“Avery, this is–” His voice abruptly cut off and was replaced by crackling, static, and then silence. A shriek from my earpieces squelched, and his voice faded back onto the comm.
“–can you–”
Static and silence again.
“Goddam–”
The comm line hummed like a taut cable in a high wind. My ears strained to make anything out, but all I got for my effort was a hiss.
“Sir?” I replied.
I tapped in a command to locate him.
My display read <<Not found>>. I cursed under my breath.
I continued a visual search for Juliana and found her blind. After circling it, I spotted faint tracks in the fresh snow and followed them. Twelve meters away, I stopped at a perfectly round meter-and-a-half-diameter hole in the glacier floor. I braced my feet so I wouldn’t slip in, and peered into an abyss of indeterminate depth.
Her voice crackled over our comm line. “Avery!”
“I’m here, at the lip of the opening,” I answered.
“My leg’s in…it’s…in bad shape,” she said, sounding uncharacteristically tentative and fragile. “I think it’s broken, Avery. Hurts like a bitch.”
Under most circumstances, a suit can cushion a fall onto cement from fifteen meters, higher if the soldier’s athletic and limber.
Unfortunately, nothing about this operation had been anything like most circumstances.
A broken leg in these conditions, suit or no suit, could be a death sentence.
I activated a ranging laser.
“Shit, Avery,” she said when the laser’s beam played across her helmet. “Are you going to shoot me?”
“You’re a good twenty-seven meters–”
She interrupted me, her voice tight. “If you don’t hurry up and get me out of here, I’m going to lose this leg.”
“Hold one,” I said. “I need to get help. I’ll be back in a minute.”
Her response was tinged with something I’d never heard in her voice before – the unmistakable beginnings of panic. “Avery! Don’t leave me here. Please.”
I wanted to comfort her, but the environment was merciless, and she’d need the adrenaline that staying angry at me would ensure. “Hold tight and keep it together,” I said, my tone hard.
~~~
I’m a hundred and ninety centimeters tall in stocking feet and as fit as any drop infantry soldier – which is to say, in the same condition as a world-class athlete – but even so, there are limits to what I can manage. As far down as she’d fallen, I needed the right equipment and more manpower to pull her out. Otherwise, I’d be needlessly risking my skin as well as her chances of survival – a lousy gamble for us both.
I activated my platoon comm line. “Lieutenant?”
Silence.
The rest of the squad and the team of scientists couldn’t have gone far. I walked back to the hole and told Juliana I was going to find the group. She promised to kill me after I rescued her. I was reasonably confident she was joking.
I made my way along the tracks left by the mini-RTTV – the research transport tracked vehicle – that hauled the scientists and their equipment. When I reached the transport, it was empty.
I followed a line of footprints that stopped abruptly at the edge of a fracture, and peered over the edge of what had been a thick slab of ice before it had collapsed from what appeared to be a purposeful line of explosive charges.
My direct comm crackled to life, catching me by surprise.
“Dammit, Avery!” the lieutenant’s voice boomed in my ear. “It’s about time. I need you to lower the basket. Now!”
“Sir,” I answered.
I returned to the transport and retrieved what we referred to as a “body basket,” which was slightly inaccurate – the basket was usually used for transporting field samples and equipment. I carried it to the opening, attached it to the transport’s cable winch, and lowered it over the edge.
“Sir, it’s on the way.”
“Avery,” the lieutenant said, obviously annoyed, “quit calling me sir.”
“Sir?”
“Look, I don’t want to be defeatist, but we’re probably going to die out here. You can drop the military bullshit.”
My voice cracked. “What?”
“I said drop the military–”
“No, no, no. The part about dying.”
He exhaled loudly and the comm line distorted. “Avery, the Tedesconian Army just launched a major Earth-wide offensive. Which isn’t a big surprise, actually, if you’ve been paying attention. I’m confident everything Earthside has been called into defensive action. Which means we’re nothing out here. Just an expendable squad of infantry turned into glorified babysitters to a doomed team of scientists.”
“But the suits, sir? I mean–”
“Yeah, the armor’s valuable. Don’t get me wrong, so are we – in a way. But at the end of the day, we can turn into frozen turkeys in these suits, and after a good scrubbing, the hardware will be as good as new for the next boot.”
I absorbed the news and shook my head. “Jesus, sir,” I said. “I don’t know what to say. You’re sure nobody’s coming to retrieve us?”
When he spoke, his voice was a whisper. “They’ll come for the suits…eventually. Don’t worry – you’ll get a proper burial, Avery. I’m sure of that. Maybe a medal, too.”
A moment later, my DS blinked with a warning.
<<KJL-34 overhead. 8.451KM>>
I glanced up reflexively in spite of the impossibility of spotting a threat at that range. All I saw was a sliver of overcast sky, the clouds gray streaks against the very faintest of blue. A single ivory gull drifted high above the frozen canyon rim, as though taunting me with its freedom. I looked away and swallowed a surge of sour bile that rose in my throat.
The KJL-34 is a high-altitude Tedesconian long-range bomber, and nothing an SDI soldier carries is effective against it.
My screen lit up again, only for a blink.
Then again.
And again.
I realized my system was notifying me that squadrons of bombers were passing kilometers overhead, one or two at a time. I switched off the warnings with a frown and keyed the comm line.
“Sir?”
“Avery,” the lieutenant growled.
“Sorry, sir. What’s your name? I mean, if you don’t want me to call you sir.”
An instant of silence greeted my question before he replied. “Greg.”
“Greg, my suit’s indicating a whole bunch of KJs flying overhead.”
He didn’t answer for a beat or two, and when he did, he sounded distant. “Nothing we can do about it, is there?”
“I know,” I said. “But I don’t like feeling useless.”
“You’re not going to be. I have a mission for you.”
“Sir?”
“Look, I need to explain to you the actual reason–”
The comm cut out. I eyed the screen to see if there was a technical issue, but the system showed the line was still live.
I keyed the comm twice, but all I heard was a crackle.
And then nothing.
“Sir?” I tried. “Sir…Greg? Do you copy?”
Silence.
~~~
When the cable winch finally stopped, I felt a sense of relief. The high-tensile line doubled as a communications wire, allowing nonmilitary and non-suited personnel to access all the military comm lines and send messages to the transport for relay to suited personnel. I moved my cursor across my display screen and read a new message that was waiting for me.
 
To: Avery Ford, PFC-5 Service #454-8937-349
From: Spencer, Jonathan, PhD, Viral Warfare Research, Section 35-8xx.
Lieutenant Williamsburg is dead.
I am assuming command per Special Order #32-45b, see attached.
Once you’ve verified the authenticity of this communication, please acknowledge.
 
I opened the attachment, watched a short video clip of the company commander verifying the special order’s veracity, and when it finished and my screen flickered gray, acknowledged the abrupt change of command.
“Good,” my new superior said. “This is Dr. Spencer.”
“Yes, sir,” I said. “What happened?”
“I need you and your partner to unload the transport and bring everything down.”
“Sir?”
“Just follow orders, Ford.”
“Yes, sir,” I said. “Sir, I have a situation here.”
“Go ahead.”
“My partner has fallen into a tunnel of unknown origin. I need the basket.”
His response was immediate. “Negative,” he replied.
“Sir?”
“Follow your orders. Don’t make me repeat myself. I’m sending the basket up.”
“Sir, my partner’s leg is broken. She’s in serious trouble.”
“Ford, listen closely. You’ll unload the transport. You’ll arrange the supplies in an orderly manner. You’ll load the supplies into the basket. You’ll take no other action. Is that clear?”
“Sir, SDI doesn’t leave–”
Spencer’s voice was a bark. “Enough! Follow your orders, soldier. I don’t want to hear another word of insubordination.”
~~~
After the basket plopped over the edge of the ice, I unhooked it, attached it to the transport, and connected my suit. I fully intended to rescue Juliana before proceeding. I’d face a court-martial if I had to, but I wasn’t leaving my partner down a hole because a civilian ordered me to abandon her. I wasn’t even confident his instruction was a lawful order. I figured I’d sort it out later.
I attempted to move the transport.
My screen blinked a warning.
<<You do not have authorization for this action>>
Spencer’s voice spat over the comm line as if he’d been transformed into a drill sergeant. “Ford, goddammit. I’m not saying this again. Follow orders or I’ll come up there and kill you myself.”
“Sir.” I unlocked the basket, reattached the cable, and moved it back to the edge. Loading it with the equipment from the trailer took less than fifteen minutes. All the gear, as well as our meager stock of remaining food and water, was neatly stacked in interlocking boxes.
I stepped back and surveyed my work and then keyed the comm line. “Sir, the basket’s loaded. Permission to remain and retrieve my partner after you’ve unloaded, sir?”
“Negative.”
“Sir, it’s…she’s going to die, sir,” I pleaded.
Spencer’s sigh sounded defeated. “Everyone here is going to die. Climb onto the basket and get your ass down here. That’s a direct order. I expect it to be followed immediately.”
I stepped onto the basket and it rocked over the icy abyss.
“I’m aboard, sir,” I said, and then descended into darkness.
~~~
When I hit the bottom of the cavern, I soon discovered I was alone – except for the lieutenant, who was obviously dead. His armor lay supine on the ice, and an indicator light by the medi-port on his breastplate announced he’d self-terminated.
I eyed his inert form in bewilderment. I’d been talking to him only minutes earlier.
I sat down heavily by his corpse and closed my eyes, suddenly more fatigued than I had been the entire trip.
The lieutenant’s suicide catapulted me into a past I’d done my best to bury. I was fourteen years old again. I’d taken to bringing meals to a veteran named Eldridge, who lived next door. Eldridge had lost both his legs in an offensive on Purvas, where he’d been regular infantry. That was before they’d developed suits that did much more than stop a small-arms round, and a grenade had claimed his legs as he’d been returning to his rescue ship to be pulled from the fray.
Eldridge was grateful for my willingness to help him, and repaid me by telling me endless war stories, making the action sound so real and so exciting that it played a huge part in my ultimate decision to enlist. We would spend countless hours on his shabby porch, Ruby, his dog, by his side, as he described ambushes and near misses and victories in exotic locales – heady stuff to an adolescent coming into his own, fueled by testosterone, dreaming of escaping a mundane life in a small town where nothing ever happened and nobody did anything that mattered.
Eight months after taking Eldridge a meal for the first time, I showed up at his ramshackle house with the usual bag of mashed potatoes and chicken thighs. I knew immediately something was wrong when I heard Ruby howling from inside, the sound so filled with anguish that my breath caught in my throat.
I tried the front door. It opened.
Ruby was lying on the floor by her master’s side. She looked up at me as I entered, her eyes radiating a pain so palpable my chest tightened when I saw her.
Eldridge had finally succumbed to the darkness that had clouded his expression from time to time. He’d obviously fallen into a despair so deep there was no escape, and had sought relief by eating his pistol.
I adopted Ruby, who made it three years before she passed away. To this day I’m convinced she died of a broken heart, as had her master, even if he wouldn’t have described it that way.
I opened my eyes and regarded the lieutenant’s suit. The light on his breastplate continued to strobe softly.
I couldn’t imagine his motive for committing suicide, and I lacked the authority to get into his system to see if he’d left any messages or clues. There was nothing I could do for him, so I unloaded the equipment and stacked everything into organized rows, using the time to contemplate why my superior officer would take his own life.
I wanted to rescue Juliana, but Spencer had programmed it so I couldn’t operate the winch, leaving me no way to get back to the surface.
A brief check of my screen status indicated that two other soldiers could still be alive. I attempted to contact them, first with the infrared, then via standard radio. Neither Sergeant Daniels nor PFC-4 Douglas answered.
Ten minutes later, an opening at the far end of the cavern lit with a bright white glow. Shadows stretched like ink stains across the icy floor, and my throat instinctively tightened. Spencer appeared and looked me over with a scowl. “Private Ford, I’m glad you came to your senses.”
“Sir, where’s the rest of the crew?”
“This way,” he said.
I followed obediently. We walked into a tunnel that had obviously been machined through the ice, and entered a chamber, its redi-fill concrete walls lined with scientific equipment. I stared in confusion at the array of gear and frowned behind my faceplate.
“Sir, I think I deserve…an explanation.”
Spencer considered me for a long beat. “I agree, PFC Ford. Sit. I’m going to reveal why we’re here. It’s a secret that will alter the course of the war. If we’re successful, we’ll change the history of two planets and bring about interplanetary peace.”
 



CHAPTER TWO
This unfortunate race, whom we had been taking so much pains to save and to civilize, have by their unexpected desertion and ferocious barbarities justified extermination.
~ Thomas Jefferson
Eighteen Months after the Arctic Mission
June 25, 2301 Human Common Era
Central Guritain Territories, Earth
 
Major Balestain of the Tedesconian infantry, his copper complexion burnished the color of aged saddle leather and his skin mottled by scars acquired during a lifetime of battle, ran a calloused hand over his face. A career soldier, Balestain had refused promotions to the rank of colonel three times during his tour on Earth.
This morning, he’d done his best to hide his impatience at being summoned for a holocall by his superior officer – an unwelcome distraction from Balestain’s duties at the command of his troops – but his annoyance had been clear to all. He’d been offered yet another promotion at the beginning of the call but had politely declined, which had obviously infuriated everyone involved.
“Major Balestain, you have to be reasonable,” growled his superior officer, General Bolfenter. “We’ve explained why this time is different.”
“I understand,” Balestain acknowledged. “But the answer is still no. As a colonel, it would be mandatory for me to be tied to a desk rather than working where I’m needed. So I’m honored, but not interested.”
The conference included a handful of Tedesconian senators who’d traveled to Earth to assess the war effort firsthand. The general and the politicians sat in a secure underground facility halfway across the globe from Balestain, who was never far from the stench of war.
“May I speak, General?” one of the senators asked. His tone conveyed he wasn’t seeking permission.
“Yes, of course, Senator Baalerton. You have the floor,” the general answered.
The senator was the highest-ranking Tedesconian politician on Earth and the top-ranked government official to have ever traveled off Purvas. He spoke crisply, with the distinct accent that identified him as one of his planet’s wealthy and educated class. He stood to project authority – a show of power usually reserved for use with Gurts, who, like humans, were considerably shorter than Tedesconians. His black eyes glared for a moment, but he quickly adjusted his features to reflect friendliness instead of contempt.
“Major Balestain,” he began, his voice sonorous and measured, “your service record is impeccable. Your ribbons and–”
Balestain interrupted him. “Senator, I’m far beyond the days where flattery can influence me.”
The senator’s composure never wavered at the major’s insulting tone. “I see here that your family owns considerable shares of Zelonid Tech, Major. I sit on an appropriations committee–”
The major cut him off with an archaic Purvastian curse he’d learned from an uncle. “Senator, I’ve seen more purvast blood spilled on this disgusting backwater planet than I could have imagined was possible a decade ago. You political…appointees…sit in your comfortable offices and make plans while your pawns are slaughtered like chickens at the hands of humans.”
The senator shook his head, as though dealing with a petulant schoolboy. “With all due respect, we’ve exterminated millions of humans, Major. Hundreds of millions. It’s the Gurts who’ve done the most damage to our armies.” He hesitated. “Let’s be pragmatic here, Major. The public needs a hero, a face to associate with our efforts. You’re the perfect candidate.”
“I’m uninterested in being anyone’s puppet,” Balestain stated flatly. “I’m a warrior, not a lickspittle. And for the record, I have no concern for your petty inducements or veiled threats. Zelonid Tech can go bankrupt tomorrow, Senator. I don’t care. Attempts to bribe me will be as productive as trying to instill civility in humanity.”
The general cleared his throat. “You’ve made your point, Major.” He frowned at the transmitter. “Gentlemen, I see no reason to continue with–”
“General,” the senator interrupted, “you can order the major–”
The general glowered at the screen. “The major has made it clear that if he’s forced to accept a promotion, he’ll resign. He has that right. There’s nothing more to discuss, Senator. I understand your disappointment, but it’s his decision to make.”
“But, General, under the circumstances–”
General Bolfenter cut the conference feed, leaving only himself and the major online. His tone softened, and a smile played across his face. “Abast, I hope you know what you’re doing,” he said, using Balestain’s first name. “Annoying a politician is a dangerous game even at the best of times, and with the war going against us, even more so. These are desperate times.”
“I hope I can be left out of these political machinations in the future. Find another hero. As to the Gurts beating us, whether we can reverse the course of the war or not, the more damage I do here, the more negotiating power you’ll have, if it comes to that.” Balestain paused. “I’d like your permission to adopt no-quarter rules of engagement. I barely have the logistics in place to manage our own needs, much less play nanny to prisoners.”
The general’s scowl deepened. “Done. But military targets only.”
“If I’m saddled with the responsibility of feeding and housing civilians, I’ll be overwhelmed.”
The general’s eyes widened. “You’re suggesting a zero-prisoners policy? Civilians included?”
“That’s right.”
The general chose his words carefully. “I can’t authorize tactics that will come back to haunt us in future negotiations,” he said flatly. He looked away. “You have your orders, Major.”
“Acknowledged, sir. End record.”
“End record,” the general said.
“Okay, no bullshitting, Malokin,” the major said, using the general’s given name. “How do you want me to proceed?”
General Bolfenter coughed. “Kill as many as you can.”
Balestain ended the transmission and grinned. His hatred for humans had only intensified during his years on Earth and had become a consuming passion as the war had gone against his side in spite of his best efforts. Humans were like feral livestock – they had some uses as cheap labor, but once out of their cages had little redeeming value he could see. Why his superiors insisted on coddling humanity was beyond his comprehension; but now, at least, he was free to wage war as he understood it had to be fought if it was to inspire terror in the enemy.
The general’s unofficial approval of his proposal signaled that the gloves could finally come off. He was confident the general would run interference for him if the inevitable complaints were lodged. The thought of it didn’t trouble him.
Not when compared to the chaos he could visit on the enemy.
He would be unremitting death riding a fire-breathing horse, and he would destroy everything in his path, expecting and delivering no mercy.
~~~
Six hours later, Balestain was back on the battlefield and had issued an order to hold his two platoons of TCI-Armored infantry back in reserve.
“How long should we stand down, sir?” one of his platoon leaders asked after the battle had shifted in favor of the Gurts.
“Hold until I give the order, Lieutenant,” Balestain answered. With seven tanks and two mechas on the field supporting his regular infantrymen, he didn’t want to risk his shock troops if he could help it. “Get that GH-16 to higher ground,” he ordered.
“Sir,” the operator in the GH-16 mecha said, “I’ve got a malfunction in my–”
The line went dead.
“Goddammit,” Balestain snarled. “Somebody move south and support that mecha before…shit. Never mind. Disregard. Lieutenant Briggslate, move your squad into that swale and protect the other GH-16.”
“On it, sir,” the lieutenant answered. He moved his tanks into position to protect the rear of the last standing mecha while continuing to pound the Gurt bunkers with rail-cannons.
Balestain watched the destroyed mecha burn as his comm line crackled.
“I’ve got enemy movement in sector B-2, sir,” another platoon leader said. “Permission to engage?”
“Granted.”
Balestain smiled. The move was an obvious retreat toward a lightly fortified small city approximately five clicks to the southwest.
Which meant that the Gurts were low on ammo – there was no other explanation for the abrupt reversal. He keyed the commander of one of his tanks. It was carrying fourteen HE, seven KE, and enough material to make forty thousand antipersonnel bolts for the coaxial Gauss gun.
“Yes, Major,” the TC said.
“I want you to conserve munitions, Sergeant.”
“Sir, to what extent?”
“Critical shots only to defend our last mecha,” Balestain answered. “When it falls, I’m going to move you through sector B-2. You’ll be following the enemy into the city.”
“Fire rules inside the population center, sir?”
“Anything that breathes, Sergeant.”
A moment’s hesitation was followed by a grunt. “Yes, sir.”
Balestain activated the contact screen for the regular infantry. There were four hundred glowing dots. Half had changed from green to black, indicating they were dead, and a quarter were yellow. He toggled to the intel officer’s comm line.
“Lieutenant, what’s the status on the remaining Gurt infantry? Armored and non-armored. Also, I need a field assessment of the defensive capabilities of that city – Urdaniction.”
“Yes, sir, give me a minute on the numbers.”
The major made a note of the time. “We don’t have all day, Lieutenant.”
“Sir, there are approximately two hundred and seventy-five lightly armored Gurts on the field. The TCI-Armored count is seventeen, sir.”
“Get on that assessment.”
“Sir.”
The defensive capacity of Urdaniction wouldn’t likely result in a change of strategy, but Balestain disliked surprises.
At exactly sixty-two seconds, he keyed the comm line again. “Lieutenant, we don’t have enough ammunition to wait for you to write a book report. Give me what you’ve got.”
“Yes, sir. Urdaniction is a suburban center that houses workers for several larger cities, all reached by high-speed rail. I can send you a map of the rail lines if you like, sir.”
“Population estimate? Possible defensive weapons?”
“No defensive capability to speak of. I’d need more time to be certain, but my initial assessment is that it’s largely helpless.”
“Very well, that’s all I need. Forward the rail locations to our rear guns, but tell them they’re last to target.”
 
An hour later, the battle had turned decisively in favor of the Teds.
“Sir, the enemy’s in full-scale retreat,” one of three surviving platoon leaders reported over Balestain’s comm line.
“Pursue and engage,” he ordered.
“Sir.”
Balestain silenced the comm line and ordered a transport. While he waited, he slipped a pair of HP-Armor coveralls over his uniform. After checking the fastenings, he clamped a helmet in place and left the command center.
He keyed his second-in-command as he marched to the exit. “Captain Hallscontia, if I’m taken off-line, you’re to finish what I’ve started here, understood?”
“Yes, sir,” the captain acknowledged. “Sir, as a reminder, we’ve still got two platoons of armor sitting in the wings. Shall I order them to move?”
“Negative. I’ll issue orders for them shortly.”
“Sir.”
Balestain kept Captain Hallscontia on his staff because the man knew better than to expect long-winded explanations. He asked questions, but once he received an answer, that was the end of it. Balestain wished he could requisition more officers like the captain, but at this stage of the war they were in short supply.
Once in the armored transport, Balestain ordered both platoons of TCI infantry to meet him at a set point. When the groups arrived, he stepped from the vehicle and studied them before addressing them. “Men,” he said, “we’re here so we can speak on short-range IR. This will have to be quick and is coded as maximally classified.” He paused to let that sink in and then cleared his throat, assured he had their complete attention. “We’ve been ordered to completely sanitize this city, taking no prisoners. Questions?”
“Sir, completely?” one of the platoon leaders asked. “There are…what, over a million civilians still within the city limits?”
“That’s not our concern. Our orders are to wipe it from the map, Lieutenant. Any other questions?”
“Infrastructure, sir?”
“Let the long guns worry about that.”
A moment of silence hung heavy in the air at the unprecedented command. Civilians were traditionally off-limits except as collateral damage. But the men were loyal to the major, and if he’d accepted the order to slaughter a million innocents, he’d had good reason.
“Move out,” he ordered.
The Tedesconian TCI-Armored soldiers marched into Urdaniction and, after a token resistance by the surviving Gurt forces, methodically butchered the better part of one point one million civilians.
 



CHAPTER THREE
The conquest of the Earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into it too much.
~ Joseph Conrad
Two Years after the Arctic Mission
December 19, 2301 Human Common Era
 
Command transferred me to Blue Squad, Fourth Platoon, Delta Company of the Seventeenth Regiment after I recovered from hypothermia and did my time in army-required PTSD therapy.
I was assigned a new partner, Callie Dunn, whom I instantly took a liking to, but who also caused me endless worry. I didn’t want to mourn again as I had for Juliana, who’d died a shameful death in the cold. Her loss still caused me nightmares, and I’d sworn to myself that I’d never allow anything like her needless death to ever happen again.
Around the same time I was cleared for duty, HQ released the latest version of TCI-Armor, which was a major leap forward in technology. Delta Company was fitted with the new suits and rotated through the lunar training facilities. Suit retraining took six months. Specialty training – we’d both qualified for sniper school – took another six.
After a year together, Callie and I were in love.
We were also promoted together to the rank of corporal.
A week after our graduation ceremony, we were dropped into some of the worst fighting on Earth. We lost nearly twenty percent of our unit inside of a month.
Sometimes I wonder what kind of math is used by generals and politicians to justify their sending legions of fighters to their deaths for no apparent reason, but ours is not to reason why. Infantry’s job is to do and die.
And die we did.
~~~
Eventually we received orders to make the trip to Purvas, the home planet of the Guritains, the Tedesconians, the Errusiakos, and one hundred and ninety-three other nationalities. The geopolitics on Purvas were as complex as any had been on Earth, with secret factions, longstanding rivalries, and racial hatreds that spanned centuries.
Purvasts had developed interstellar travel before humans, and they’d entered the orbit of our mineral-rich home like Cortés landing in the New World in the sixteenth century. Sol’s third planet held treasures that humans hadn’t learned to fully exploit, and by the time human experts comprehended the true value hidden in Earth’s crust, the alien explorers had staked claims guarded with both armaments and interplanetary laws that left humanity out of the equation.
Humans hadn’t been far from developing the same technology used in a Belkinotic drive, but many purvasts had still considered earthlings – humans of all races – as uncouth savages.
The Guritains were at war with the Tedesconians in part because of conflicts over territory on Earth. Like most humans, I’d sided with the Guritains, whose physical appearance, culture, and behavior had more similarities to earthlings’ than those of the Teds. Unlike most humans, I’d joined the Guritain Armed Forces and declared my lifetime commitment in an ancient Guritain blood oath, pledging loyalty, fidelity, and service until death. Such was my youthful idealism that I never stopped to consider how soon that death might come.
~~~
When you’re in an SDI unit, on standby orders, the speculation about when and where you’re about to be dropped into the shit is constant. Most get it wrong, but eventually the unit’s deployed, and at least one of the rumors winds up being correct. The speculation this time around – our first off-Earth drop – had resulted in a thick atmosphere of tension and a rise of latent fear in even the seasoned veterans. It was as if our primitive brains sensed something unnatural was about to happen.
The only thing we could be certain of was that we were going to be dropped onto a planet other than Earth, and while I hadn’t placed my military credit dollars into any of the betting pools, if I had, I’d have bet on this particular day.
I just had a feeling.
~~~
I watched Callie shuffle and riffle a deck of worn cards, the usual upbeat smile on her freckled face replaced with a tight line. I meant to ask her what she was thinking, but she beat me to the question, her hazel eyes boring into me with an intensity I’d never completely gotten used to.
“What are you daydreaming about?” she asked.
I wished I’d asked first. I swallowed and studied my boots, unwilling to meet her gaze. She already knew me too well, and I realized she knew I was lying as I mumbled, “Nothing.”
“Nothing?” she pressed.
I hesitated. “Nothing. Unless you count freezing to death.”
She frowned. “That was a long time ago.”
“Would you – you know – take a…”
Her expression hardened and she leaned across the table. She took my hand and whispered to me while glancing around. “No. And you shouldn’t talk about it openly. You’re up for review soon.”
“Shit. I know, it’s just…well, never mind. Deal something.”
She studied me for a long beat and then returned to shuffling the cards. “You’re not going to freeze to death in the Biragon.”
“No,” I agreed. The Biragon is the biggest rainforest on Purvas, easily double the size of the Amazon before the War of the Americas.
“But there’s a million other ways to die,” she added. “I mean, if you’re actively trying to give yourself an ulcer.”
I managed a pained grin. “Always the bearer of good news and cheer.”
She gave me a shoulder shrug and a tense smile. “I call it being real.”
“You’re a cynic and a pessimist, and entirely too sarcastic.” I held back a smile of my own, but we made eye contact, and I knew she’d heard the flirtation in my voice.
“Keep talking like that,” she said, “and I’ll drag you back to our bunk for another round of PT.”
“Please, Callie,” I protested. “I’m only human.”
“Three-quarters,” she corrected.
“I’m not–”
“Quit bitching,” she said, and looked away. “I’m going to breakfast. You coming?”
“Stomach content is the most accurate predictor of an army’s odds of victory,” I quoted from an old military textbook.
We were rising from the table when a voice rang out.
“Platoon! Alert and ready!” a private shouted from the far end of the room.
We straightened to attention, startled by the entrance of our platoon leader. It wasn’t often that an officer entered our living quarters, especially when in transit.
“At ease, boys and girls,” he said. “Gather around and take a knee.”
Callie and I exchanged a knowing glance. We were approaching the drop.
~~~
The institutionalized bond that formed between partnered warriors was an old Guritain army tradition. I wasn’t convinced at first that it was a good idea or a viable standard; it seemed, on paper, to be unnatural and mechanical.
What could a bunch of army psychologists understand about my taste in the opposite sex, after all? The matching was based on a battery of tests and questionnaires, the kind of thing that doesn’t make sense…until it does.
I’d been in the middle of changing my mind when Juliana perished. I felt abandoned by her death, and I ended up devastated and angry at myself, at her, and at the army for pushing us together. After months of despair and a pain that felt like I’d been gut-stabbed with a dull knife, I promised myself that I’d never allow myself to experience that kind of misery again.
But I was forced to admit that after a few weeks of bonding with Callie – by which I mean everything from shared showers, meals, sleep, and sex to being punished together during TCI-Armor retraining – I became a true believer in the tradition.
I knew Callie was good for me, and I was good for her. We soon lost count of how many times we’d saved each other’s lives.
That morning, we ate breakfast together without much talking before we returned to our bunk and made love as if it would be the last time.
Three hours later, we reported for fitting.
~~~
“Relax, Avery,” the medical specialist said.
“Easy for you to say,” I mumbled under my breath.
I groaned as the specialist slid the suit’s anal extraction tube into place.
“Hold still, please.” He mechanically inserted a catheter, and I nearly bit my tongue.
I closed my eyes and tried to imagine myself on leave – somewhere amazing, peaceful, and safe, like a secluded beach in the Pacific, far from any war zone. I imagined a warm, sunny day with a gentle breeze and crystal clear, temperate waters.
I turned my head toward where Callie was lying on another table. “Let’s go to Australia when we get Earthside,” I said.
“Remain still and look up,” the specialist droned. “And don’t let Top hear you use that name. Open your eyes, please. This isn’t the first time you’ve done this.”
“Sounds good,” Callie said, responding to my fantasy in a voice that was close to a purr. “I like beaches, bitches in bikinis, and beer as much as the next trooper. Maybe we could hit Vietnam or Bali instead of Aus–New Tacveeton?”
I opened my eyes, as instructed. “Yeah, sure,” I said. “We could try scuba diving.”
The specialist squeezed several drops of milky white liquid into each of my eyes. I blinked. He lifted my eyelids and set contact lenses into the fluid floating on my corneas. I had myrtle green eyes that were more sensitive to light, so I required a special-order part – contacts designed for blue and green eyes.
I blinked again.
“Hold still,” he repeated as he taped my eyelids shut.
“I hate this part.” The transition from normal eyesight to the contacts meant not seeing your body, which, no matter how many times I did it, I still found disconcerting.
“Quit complaining,” Callie advised. “You’ll have reason enough in a few hours.”
“Let’s talk about women in bikinis again.”
“Enough, both of you,” the supervising medical sergeant ordered, from the opposite side of the room. We were outranked, so we obeyed, even though I felt the joking around helped relieve tension and made things run more smoothly during times when anxiety could get you killed.
Corporal Veening hummed atonally as he plugged in wires and tubes. I knew he could hook me into the suit blindfolded, but I still felt a sense of relief after he set my faceplate into position and my eyesight returned. I tried to blink.
“Don’t move,” he cautioned as he forced a spongy material into my ears through the gaps where my helmet side pieces would fit. I clenched my jaw and heard a distinctive pop in my right ear.
“How’s that?” he asked, keying his hip-mounted comp. A series of beeps and tones sounded into my ears.
I gave him a thumbs-up with my left hand, and he interlocked the sides of my helmet. I felt slight vibrations as the pneumatic driver tightened bolts between the fitted sections. Accustomed to being encased in an expensive military puzzle that had been customized for my body, I momentarily relaxed and wondered how it could possibly make sense to outfit someone like me into such complex and pricey hardware. A wise sergeant had once explained to me that a few million spent on an armored suit was trivial compared to the trillions in value being harvested from Earth, but it still seemed like profligate waste to equip us in gear that cost as much as it did to support a family through a lifetime.
“This is going to hurt,” the tech said without a trace of empathy. “Some idiot in requisitions misfiled a 34b-form, so local anesthetics are on must-use-only status ship-wide. Hold still.”
SNAFU has always been a recognized acronym in any military, even an alien-led one, and I’m sure if other intelligent species exist, their armies have an identical term.
Corporal Veening placed my chest plate into its seating slots and shoved down without warning.
I winced as tiny sterile probes entered my lungs and heart.
He clicked the abdominal plates in place, continued down each leg and installed my boots, and then moved to my arms. When he was finished with the armor, he attached an umbilical cord. The official classification of the data transfer wire is Part #34-MCD-4, but everyone, at least everyone human – or partially human – calls them umbilical cords.
My system powered up. I ran internal checks, and everything was green and good to go across the board. I gave Veening a double thumbs-up.
“Okay, great,” he shouted, mouthing the words so I could lip-read. “Begin exhaling, please.”
I followed his instructions and felt the familiar claustrophobic sensation of being trapped. Once the vacuum sequence begins, bodily movement is impossible. Warmed to body temperature, Oxy-Nurt-Gel flowed into my suit. The feeling was soothing. I counted down from ten and inhaled as deeply and forcefully as I could.
If you’ve never breathed oxygen-infused liquid before, it’s not pleasant, but you get used to it. I exhaled and inhaled as the pressure inside my suit increased. The slight tremoring of multiple pumps, guided by internal servos and the external medical server, imbued me with a sense of peace. Like a newborn lying on the chest of a loving mother and hearing her heartbeat, I fell asleep while the system ran through its testing and calibrating sequences.
I dreamt about a warm beach.
 
Callie was wearing a bikini that drove me crazy.
The sky was blue and clear. I embraced her. We kissed. Warm, gentle ocean waves splashed around us, she told me she loved and trusted me…and then she froze and shattered like brittle glass in my arms.
I tried to scream, but screaming is impossible when you can’t force air across your vocal cords.
A voice in my helmet speaker jarred me from my torment. “Ford! Wake up! You’re having a nightmare and setting off a ton of monitor alarms. Calm down, soldier, and report to the armory.”
I lingered outside the medical bay until Callie exited. My system recognized hers and notified me. I confirmed the pairing that granted special permissions into each other’s CPUs.
“You have a bad dream again?” she asked.
“Nothing important,” I said. I wanted to change the subject, so I picked a topic I knew would start a friendly argument: weapons and munitions selection. “Have you decided to take my advice and–”
“Don’t deflect,” she said. “And no. I’m sticking with what works.”
“I’m just saying. If you let me carry the entire CFM, it’ll allow you to load more grenades.”
“We’re a team.” She stopped and put her mechanically assisted hands on her hips. “I’m not breaking protocol so you can feel better.”
“It just makes more sense–”
She cut me off. “Avery, we’ll survive or die together. Case closed. Besides, the CFM is classified as a two-man weapon. That’s why the components are split up.”
“You know that’s outdated.”
“And you know I’m not changing my mind.” She was undoubtedly smirking at me behind her faceplate.
I sent her a picture of my face in a frown; she responded with a familiar close-up of her signature smirk.
“Okay,” I said. “You win.”
“You’re still deflecting. Come on, we’re slotted in fifteen minutes.”
We arrived at the armory on time, but still had to wait an hour before we reached the front of the line. I’d sent in my requisition form the day before, and I was silently hoping that nobody had screwed it up.
“Turn around and hold still,” droned Private Jacobson, the armory assistant.
“You really love your job, don’t you?” I asked, heavy on the sarcasm.
“It beats getting ejaculated into space,” he replied. “And you can quit messaging me. You’re not getting extra grape HE grenades. We’re short.”
I’d bribed Jacobson a few times in the past. The nano-munitions in this generation of TCI-Armor were small enough that it wasn’t uncommon for suit capacity to outstrip supply. I’d survived more than one mission by virtue of his abiding love of chocolate.
“I still have some of that dark stuff from my Peruvian stock. Amazing. Just seems to get better with age.”
“Bullshit,” he replied.
“No, seriously. But if you’re that short on gear…”
He paused for a moment. “I’ve got a half dozen grape rounds that can find their way to you, and an extra kilo of flamer fuel. But I want at least five hundred grams – and the shit better be real.”
“Like I’ve ever pawned anything off on you that wasn’t.”
“Then you agree?” he pressed.
“Deal.”
Jacobson left his station for two minutes. He returned with an EP – my equipment pack – on a three-wheeled hydraulic jack that he positioned behind me.
“Lock down,” he said.
I keyed in the command and felt a tingling in my back as he bolted the component to my armor. After receiving a notification that the weapon and munitions cache was secure and that I’d been green-lighted to the drop bay, I sent a short authorization willing him all my chocolate in the event of my death.
It was the polite thing to do.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
Do not be troubled, believer! Rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in Golvin.
~ Holy Writs of Vahobra, 23:79
By the time I entered my assigned drop capsule, any anxiety I’d been experiencing had been replaced with reluctant boredom.
I was glad for the series of familiar checks I’d been through before being admitted to the capsule. Triple redundancy has saved more lives than penicillin. A series of clicks and beeps announced a check-in request from our squad leader, Master Sergeant Veetea. Guritain names are pronounced phonetically, similar to how they’re written, but the Vs are nearly silent, and there’s a sharp emphasis on the Ts.
I keyed back: Present and all systems green.
You wouldn’t think we could speak while breathing a nutrient-laced liquefied-oxygen soup, would you? In-armor communication in the latest generation suits is done via codes, or with text messaging that appears on a soldier’s display screen and is controlled by our contact lenses – although to make my account easier to follow, I’ll transcribe the coded discussions as speech.
There were no holes in the Delta Company roster. We’d just come from the Guritain Eastern Hemisphere Command Base located in New Detroit – named for an abandoned city in what had once been the state of Michigan before the Wars of the Americas – and Command had filled every available slot with a soldier: some human, some Guritains, and a few mixed. As usual, a good portion of our complement was made up of freshies: green troops, FNGs, punks, boots, noobs, and cherries.
Many of them would never make a second drop. The casualty rate among green troops on initial actions ran about twenty percent during this period of the war; it would get worse later as necessity dropped the skill level sought by recruiters. The casualty rate per drop for the rest of us ran about three percent – a rate that might seem low until you began multiplying by the number of drops we’d accomplished. It added up to lot of death; but on the plus side, if you weren’t dead after a slew of drops, you were likely to be promoted.
Titanium-carbon-iridium linings.
~~~
Delta Company was the only announced insertion in this sector of enemy territory. Our mission was to harass and inflict damage on a large mining operation that was supplying the Tedesconians with iridium ore. Intelligence was supposedly limited, but that didn’t bother me – I never trusted any declarations by distant intel while in theater.
Command had told us they suspected that Tedesconian troops had dug themselves into defensive positions in a perimeter around the mining operation. It was a logical assumption to make. One of our standing orders was to avoid conflict with the military defenders and to instead directly attack civilian workers and infrastructure – the primary objective being to fuck up the mining operations.
That’s a military designation, by the way: FUS.
“Fuck up shit” was a common standing order.
My capsule fired out of rail-gun number six.
When in an insertion capsule, you’re basically a bullet, with your body as the core of a slug with layers of capsule exterior surrounding you. This mission had us fired at an altitude of four hundred fifty-seven kilometers while the Amphoterus held geosynchronous orbit over Purvas. The starship was on the edge of Tedesconian territory at launch, so our company quickly entered enemy airspace. I was later to discover our attack was part of a coordinated joint task force invasion.
To fully comprehend how the body can withstand being propelled at lightning speed in high-altitude orbit, you’d have to get an advanced degree in fluid dynamics, hydraulics, and anatomy. What I understand as a layman was that one of the many reasons that TCI-Armor was filled with fluid – why we basically became fish – was so that the body could withstand the forces exerted during this phase.
The first three capsule sheddings were accomplished via in-suit computer.
The final exterior shell was jettisoned via command from the platoon leader in an attempt to get the troops to land in a reasonably tight group in the drop zone.
I could make out the planet below me the moment the final shell broke away from my suit. The greens of an endless rainforest carpeted the area below me, stretching seemingly forever to the far horizons. Everything shimmered in the preternatural silver of the moonlight. I could barely discern a series of rivers, the biggest of which was nearly five kilometers wide. Tributaries and streams branched from it like a body’s circulatory system.
Vision in a TCI-Armor suit is unobstructed, as the optical signal is digitalized and delivered like a three-hundred-sixty-degree movie. I could turn my head and see to my port and starboard. Gazing down or up gave me a disembodied view. It takes some getting used to, but the cadre works the kinks out of you in basic. About the only thing I couldn’t do was spin my head like an owl, the limitations of human anatomy being what they were. That said, a simple command would provide a rearview picture in my DS. I tended to leave this window in place at all times. Guarding your six was one of the secrets to a longer life.
My internal system used text and voice to inform and alert me.
<<First parachute successfully released. All systems green>>
<<Second parachute successfully released. All systems green>>
My drop was going by the book, and then my DS flashed bright red with a warning:
<<Alert! Incoming missiles>>
I could see the contrails of at least forty rockets soaring toward us from the planet below.
<<Release countermeasures automatically?>>
I keyed in a No.
<<Impact in twelve seconds>>
<<Impact in eleven seconds>>
<<Impact in ten seconds>>
At five seconds, onboard systems override manual controls.
<<Impact in eight seconds>>
I fired my D-18 series minirockets and triggered a handful of flares and noisemakers.
In the following minutes, many of these would trick some, although not all, of the incoming missiles.
Another screen command dropped the external temperature of my suit to match the air temperature. I felt a chill as my body temp dropped a few degrees. I shivered in the cold liquid but stayed alert to the task at hand, which was to stay alive long enough to touch ground before hypothermia or an enemy missile finished me.
You might wonder why I didn’t activate the LBCS – light-bending camouflage system – and here’s the reason: the outer layer of our suits is covered with thousands of nanolight-emitting diodes and nanolight collectors. But with missiles coming from below me in every direction, I had no safe path toward which I could bend light. Any attempt at photon manipulation would have made me more visible instead of less.
That was an educated guess at the time. I had no idea – it wasn’t in the intel – what type of directional and homing systems the incoming missiles were using.
All my external sound collection had been turned off before ejection from the ship, there being no reason to listen to the air whistling past as I descended, but I saw explosions around and below me like orange blossoms flaring in the sky.
Three at first, and then another two a moment later.
Then another dozen.
“Fucking rookies,” I thought to myself.
The company commander keyed the all-company comm and transmitted, “Turn off your camo-skins, you fucking idiots!”
A second command came moments later. “Release chutes. Prepare for HSLDCA.” Which stands for high-speed-low-deployment chute action.
The military loves acronyms.
We continued our descent without further loss of life as the remaining enemy missiles flew in spirals, searching for targets above us.
I launched another set of antimissile flares – my last dozen – and directed them to pinwheel upwards.
At least one missile took the bait, but we still weren’t out of danger.
All warfare is a constant Red Queen situation: problem-solution-problem-solution. The term comes from a story about a young woman on a psychedelic drug trip. Her antagonist, the Queen of Hearts, explains that in her kingdom, you must run just to remain in place. In warfare, you advance only to keep even with your enemy. It’s like a giant treadmill.
My last parachute deployed explosively. I could see my moon-cast shadow grow on the ground below me by adjusting the contrast on my display. I was seeking enemies or other threats, but didn’t detect any. Nobody likes to drop into an ambush, but there are other things to consider, like falling through the roof of a civilian’s home – there were still primitive groups on this planet, just like there are still tribes on Earth that shun things like electricity and starships.
Drop through the roof of a farmhouse and your platoon will mock you for weeks.
I’ve seen it happen.
I cut loose my chute to avoid getting tangled, briefly activated the jet-pack, and slowed my descent enough to avoid splattering against the ground like a slapped mosquito. The distinctive smack of small-caliber enemy bolts began pinging off my suit when I was surface-minus-ten-meters.
Our CO sent another message: Echo-Alpha-Tango-Charlie.
Enemy action, take countermeasures.
Sometimes I wonder if Command thinks all drop troops are idiots.
Then again, here I was, forty-seven light years from Earth, taking small-round fire in a strange jungle, fighting in a war I personally cared nothing about…
I manually adjusted my vision to range on the troops firing at us. Callie was three hundred meters away. I sent her a message to move to my location if possible.
We rarely gave each other direct orders. Partners were by rule and necessity the same rank, rising or falling together. I was her spotter and she was mine when acting as a sniper team – our primary specialty. For other tasks, we generally had an odd-even system in place: I took shitty jobs on odd days, and she did them on even days. We didn’t argue much, but when we did, her freckled face, warm toothy smile, and womanly charms usually convinced me to acquiesce.
She arrived less than a minute later.
“How many?” she asked.
“No more than thirty,” I answered.
A demand for a status report came across our platoon channel, a request from Second Lieutenant Maybeeta. The platoon louie was a pure-blood Guritain and a career officer. Our squad leader was Master Sergeant Veetea, an Earth-born Guritain – perhaps with a bit of human, but I wouldn’t say that to his face. Like the lieutenant, he was a career soldier. Like us, this was his first mission to Purvas.
The squad leaders reported to the platoon leader, usually by requesting status updates across their line of sergeants.
Eventually, Sergeant Veetea keyed me – I had my own quick code designator. “Status?”
“Avery here,” I coded back. “Team is present and green. Prepared to return fire.”
“Green light. SPO. Sectors one dash eighteen.”
 
The SPO order – small projectiles only – meant our leaders thought we could remain less detectable if we didn’t bring out anything that exploded. I asked Callie if we should set up the CFMG-88, a two-man centrifugal force machine gun that fired minidarts, or if we’d be better off sniping with our Gauss AG.
She launched a minidrone. “Hold one,” she requested.
I waited.
Callie paused before answering. “Lightly armored guard troops,” she said. “They don’t appear to be disciplined. Too tightly grouped. I vote machine gun.”
“I like the way you think,” I agreed as I typed commands using a holokeyboard projected in front of me on the dirt. My equipment pack auto-dropped a box of mini-slugs, a tripod, and a multibarreled shaft. Callie carried the larger piece, a round, matte black, centrifugal-force-producing chamber. We worked together silently, having done this drill hundreds of times in training.
The gun can spit out five thousand rounds in a hair over a second, making a human-activated trigger worthless. You’d use all your ammo before you could manually release the trigger, and you’d be likely to put most of the rounds into a single target.
We were both connected to the gun via a Silver Wire, but I relinquished command of the gun to her.
“Stable?” she asked.
“Green,” I answered. The CFMG-88 produces no kickback, recoil, or sound, but an unstable base will defeat any attempt at precision targeting. The secret to using the weapon is to have total stability, accurate environmental information, and a good programmer to plug everything into the computer’s solution program.
If the troops downrange had been equipped with any advanced armor, our weapon choice would have been different; but they were suited in light shielding, unprepared for what was about to come their way.
Callie sighted a ranging microlaser on the center of the nearest guard’s head, just below the double black circles formed by his night vision goggles. She programmed the firing solution to deliver the highest probability kill shots: five-round bursts in a star pattern around a single initial shot aimed at the center mass of the face. The weapon would immediately seek the next target, plus or minus five percent differential, and fire identically. It would repeat until a minute passed with no new targets presenting, and then pause for new instructions.
She programmed the firing module in seconds. I watched her actions in a small pop-up in my DS, not because she needed my input but rather because I usually learned something new watching her program on the fly.
“Ready?” she asked.
“Green,” I said.
The first enemy toppled over dead after slapping his face as if a fly had landed on his nose.
The next guard twisted slightly.
Human reaction time to a visual clue is about a quarter of a second. I’m not sure how close to that the Tedesconians are, but I suspect about the same. The physics on Purvas are similar to Earth, perhaps identical, but I’m not anywhere qualified to comment on quantum mechanics.
In a quarter of a second, a multibarreled centrifugal gun could send twelve hundred and fifty darts downrange. Before the first guard hit the ground, the rest were dead.
A command sounded from the platoon channel. “Cease fire.”
We were already repacking our hardware.
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