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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    “The long and the short of it is – we don’t know.” 
 
    Jane Whitmore had heard variations of that phrase too many times to count over the last couple of years.  This latest was from the head of the Pediatric Speech Therapy program at Children’s Hospital.  Sitting in the consultation office with her husband, Scott, they both looked at Dr. Comaste with ill-disguised impatience.  He started to apologize some more, but Jill cut him off.   
 
    “Fine, what do you know?” she asked. 
 
    Dr. Comaste looked irritated at the interruption, but quickly recovered as he looked down at his notes.  As he was gathering his thoughts, Jane looked at the wall behind their last hope at some answers.  It was filled with multiple degrees in Pediatric Medicine and Speech Therapy, numerous awards from his work with Hearing-impaired and Deaf children, and pictures of the kids he had helped over the years with hand-written thank-you letters attached.  She sighed, realizing that this was probably their last chance to find out what was wrong with their daughter.  If this man and his team of specialists couldn’t find out what was wrong, there wasn’t anywhere they could go from here.  Not to mention they no longer had the money to run more tests – the nest-egg they had squirrelled away had been spent and then some. 
 
     As the doctor cleared his throat, the sound jarred Jane from her thoughts.  She looked at him, hoping that he would be able to at least tell them something new. 
 
    “Your daughters’ case is an unusual one – in my 36 years in this field, I’ve never seen anything like it before.  With the massive number of tests that were run, we can actually tell you a lot.  Unfortunately, none if it tells us exactly what’s wrong or how we can go about fixing it.  First, obviously, she is not deaf – in fact, if anything, her hearing is probably better than anyone I’ve ever seen before.  She can hear registers above and below what most people can hear.  It’s quite ‘unheard’ of,” he joked. 
 
    He started chuckling at his own joke, but abruptly stopped as he saw the serious expressions on the other two people.  Just get on with it already, Jane thought. 
 
    “We thought it could be a form of Aphasia, which is a form of brain damage that would inhibit the ability to comprehend and formulate language.  All our tests lead us to believe that this isn’t the case.  These tests also ruled out trauma or injury to Broca’s area, which is located in the left inferior cortex of the brain.  When an individual does not have congenital deafness, trauma or injury to Broca’s area is usually the leading cause of your daughters’ affliction.  However, we saw no evidence that anything in her brain is missing or had any type of trauma either currently or previously. 
 
    “We also detected nothing wrong with her Esophagus, Lungs, Mouth, Tongue, or Vocal Chords.  Sometimes there are birth defects that cannot be seen right at birth, but with her age we would have been able to see them. 
 
    “This leaves us with a bit of a quandary.  We’ve exhausted every normal test we have at our disposal, along with some that we created exclusively for your daughter.  All I can tell you now is that you have a beautiful girl who has one of the sweetest personalities I’ve ever had the joy of working with.  No matter what test we had for her, she was always willing and eager to do whatever was needed.  For her sake, don’t treat this as a disability.  Treat it as a unique trait that makes her special – because she is special.  I can already tell that she is highly intelligent and that it will probably grow even more pronounced as she grows older. 
 
    “I’m sorry that we don’t have any more information for you.  If you bring your daughter back in a couple of years, we can do some more tests that we weren’t able to do yet due to her age.  And maybe, by that time, we will have further advanced our understanding of the human brain so that we might be able to help her out,” Dr. Comaste finished his explanation. 
 
    Eager to get out of there, Jane worked past her disappointment and thanked him.  Scott shook his hand and thanked him profusely for working with their daughter.  He’s so much better at taking this kind of news – he’s probably numb to it by now.  As they left his office, they found Cadence playing with some older kids in a small section of the waiting room that was overseen by a nurse.  They had dropped her off here earlier while they went to talk to the doctor, confident that she would be fine with the nurse and other kids.  Other parents were paranoid about leaving their kids alone with just a nurse to oversee them – but they weren’t like other parents.  They had been in and out of hospitals, clinics, and specialists’ offices so much that it was almost normal to leave her under another persons’ supervision. 
 
    Jane and Scott had to put their music career on hold for the last three years.  Before Cadence was born, they both had been part of a band that was just starting to become wildly successful.  Jane was the lead singer of Majestic Epigram, and together with Scott, their guitarist, they had worked hard to make a name for themselves.  After building enough of a following in their home town, they pushed to have one of their songs on the local radio station.  After rave reviews, the song quickly went national and they thought that nothing could stop them now.  Using some of the money they had earned from their release of their first album, Jill and Scott got married in a big shindig in downtown Denver.   
 
    They were on a national tour when Jane got pregnant – which they were both excited about.  They had discussed at length about starting a family when the time was right.  They hadn’t been planning on it being quite that soon, but they were both such free spirits that they went with the flow.  Fortunately, they were able to finish their tour before Jane got too big to perform.  Settling down in their modest home located in Boulder, Colorado, they put most of their earnings from their tour away and settled down.  They planned on taking it easy while they had the baby and returning to work when things had settled enough. 
 
    Although the pregnancy went well, the birth did not.  After 35 hours of labor, little baby Cadence finally emerged into the world without a peep.  Normally, when a newborn takes its first breath outside the womb, it cries because it has been taken from a warm, comfortable place to a cold, harsh environment.  Occasionally, the nursing staff and doctors encourage it to cry by gently rubbing its back or massaging the soles of their feet.  In the past, they used to hold the baby upside down and give it a harmless spank, but too many accidents led to a change in their procedure. 
 
    Strangely, baby Cadence didn’t cry.  Oh, she made the expressions contributed to a baby crying – scrunched up eyes, mouth open in a silent scream, and fists held tight – but no sound emerged.  Worried, the doctors quickly made sure she was breathing.  They could hear air rushing in and out of her lungs, but no sound.  After doing a couple of other quick tests, they determined that she wasn’t deaf and that there was nothing else preventing her from living safely.  Their obstetrician had heard of a couple of cases where a baby didn’t cry right after birth and reassured them that it was likely the Vocal Chords were just a little underdeveloped and to give it some time.  Worried, but trusting in their doctor, they left the hospital days later with no change. 
 
    After weeks with no change, they went to their new pediatrician for a checkup and asked about her lack of voice.  Their pediatrician had no answer, as well as the long line of doctors and specialists they had visited over the next three years.  This visit to the Children’s Hospital was their last hope of an answer – they had this mystery hanging over their heads for way too long.  If they had known what was wrong, they could have dealt with it by either trying to fix it, or, if it was incurable, they would have learned to live with it.  The uncertainty was too hard to bear. 
 
    Calling Cadence over, Jane watched as she smiled at the other kids as she got up to leave.  Sending them a wave and a mouthed “bye-bye”, Cadence gracefully skipped over to her parents with a smile on her face.  The doctor was right – she is beautiful.  With startlingly clear dark blue eyes, straight white baby teeth, near-perfect symmetrical face, and a head of full-bodied dirty-blonde hair she looked like she should be in commercials.  She almost looks like one of those kids you would see on the “Toddlers & Trophies” shows about child beauty pageants.  Although, they usually have tons of makeup and wigs and stuff – she isn’t even trying, and she looks like that. 
 
    As they were leaving, she couldn’t help but look at the sad look on the other kids’ faces as their new playmate left them.  It’s so easy for kids to play together – even without the need to talk to each other.  She was confident that the first couple of years that Cadence went to school would be fine.  Her daughter got on great with other kids, loved to play whatever games they liked to play, and was generally loved by everyone.  It was when she was older that she was worried – her inability to talk would mark her as different to the other kids, making her a possible target of ridicule and scorn. 
 
    Oh, God…how is she going to handle high school… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Jill: Where R U? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Me: Meet U later.  L8 to class. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Cadence hurried past the crowds of students, practically running toward Washburn Hall in the distance.  She put her phone away on the run, her messenger bag flopping against her side as she avoided another fellow freshman that looked lost.  She almost stopped to help him out, but she needed to get to class like five minutes ago.  She knew her way around this place like the back of her hand, despite only arriving yesterday – memorizing the map of her new college was imperative since she had difficulty asking anyone for directions. 
 
    As she ran down the pathway connecting the residence halls to the classroom buildings, she looked up to see a flyer posted on a tree next to the cement path.  “Shiplay State University A Capella Tryouts!  Wednesday the 5th – 6pm in the lecture halls!  Let your voice be heard!”  A pang of longing hit her heart momentarily as she refocused on her destination and left the flyer behind.  Just forget it – it’s nothing you can do anything about.  She slowed down as she arrived just outside Washburn, navigating her way through the groups of students standing around and talking.   
 
    She made it through the entrance, stopping to let her eyes adjust to the different light inside the building.  Running straight ahead, she found her classroom on the righthand side of the hallway – Room 1003.  As she flung open the door and rushed in, everyone in the class looked her way as the teacher stopped talking mid-sentence and stared at her.  Self-consciously, she adjusted her messenger bag on her hip and brushed away a couple of stray strands of hair that came loose from her ponytail.  Spotting the last empty seat near the rear of the room, she hung her head down and walked toward it.  Just as she sat down, Professor Findle started talking again. 
 
    “As I was saying, this is Intro to Statistics and I’ll be your teacher, Professor Findle.  I will not tolerate tardiness in my classroom and after today I will lock the doors so that no one may enter after class had started – only exit.  Normally, I would kick you out of my class for being late, young miss, but as today is the first day of your college career, at least for most of you, I am willing to be lenient.  All I require from you is an apology to me and the rest of the class for taking time away from them by your rudeness.  Come on, let’s hear it,” she impatiently demanded. 
 
    Panicking, Cadence looked around for help from some of the other students.  A couple of them looked angry at her for some reason, some looked eager to hear an apology, and the rest just looked bored.  She looked toward the doorway, hoping that someone else would come in late but since all the seats were filled she didn’t see much chance of that.  Looking at the professor again, she saw the grey-haired older woman expectantly looking at her with a stern expression. 
 
    Both of her attempts to apologize failed.  First, she tried mouthing the words, “I’m sorry”, to all the students and Findle, but that was met with a few scattered giggles from the class and an ultimatum from the professor.  “This isn’t a joke.  Now say you’re sorry or I will kick you out of my class for causing a disturbance.” 
 
    Her only other choice was to attempt to write it out.  She quickly opened her bag, grabbed a notebook, and tore a page out.  She hastily scribbled, “I’m sorry”, on the piece of paper.  As she displayed it around the class, she pointed at her mouth and tried to convey that she couldn’t talk.  This only brought out straight-up laughter from every other student in the class.  Professor Findle wasn’t amused, unfortunately, as her face turned so red Cadence thought her head might explode.   
 
    “I will not have you make a mockery of me or my classroom.  You can’t talk?  Did you party too hard last night and lose your voice?  You freshmen are all the same – you can’t wait to get to college, away from your parents and their rules.  Think you can do anything you want – well so can I!  And what I want is for you to leave right now and never come back.  I will use all my tenured employment here to make sure you can never take this class with me again.  Now, GET OUT!” 
 
    Cadence was already moving toward the exit as she realized that she wasn’t welcome anymore.  As Professor Findle shouted her last command, she flinched and felt as though she had been physically hit with those heated words.  Tears started flowing down her face as she raced out of the room, chased by the angry tirade of the professor and the laughter from the students.  Blinded by her tears, she almost ran into someone trying to enter her classroom, but she narrowly avoided hitting the older man by a hairs-breadth as she flung herself down the hallway.   
 
    Running as fast as she could, she could hear the man through the open doorway begin speaking to the teacher.  “Professor Findle, I need to talk to you about one of your new students – seems like something was left off her registration papers.  Nothing bad, just something you need to be aware of.  The students name is C—,” and the door shut before she could hear anymore.  It didn’t matter anyways, because she had just reached the exit. 
 
    Slowing down to wipe the tears from her eyes, she ran outside expecting the same crowds of students that had been there previously.  There were a couple of random students walking around, but not nearly as many as there were just a couple of minutes ago.  Cadence didn’t even think about it, other than to be thankful that there weren’t as many people to watch her departure.  Moving her bag to a more comfortable position, she started jogging with no specific destination in mind.  She just wanted to get away from it all. 
 
    She was hoping that it would be different in college.  People would be more mature, more accepting of differences, more concentrated on learning than improving their social status.  At least, that’s what I thought.  Turns out, they were freer with their opinions as well.   
 
    High School back in Denver was hard.  All through elementary and middle school, she had been in the same classes with the same general kids that had known her since she was little.  They all knew her, knew about her situation, and accepted her for who she was – faults and all.  When she graduated to high school, her house was located just on the edge of another school district, meaning that she went to a different school than all her friends.  The first couple of years were the hardest as she was the butt of jokes, ridiculed for her disability, and was generally a cast-out when it came to the social pecking order. 
 
    When she a junior, she somehow made friends with a new student transferring in from out of state.  Jillian (although she went by Jill most of the time), was a petite, mousy-looking slip of a girl who had short dark-brown hair and wore glasses most of the time, covering her plain brown eyes.  She owned contacts, but she told Cadence that they irritated her eyes and so wore them only when she had to.  They had met when they were paired up as partners in Chemistry class, and they hit it off from the start. 
 
    It didn’t bother Jill in the least that Cadence couldn’t talk – she talked enough for them both.  They had a lot of same similar interests, but what made them really become close was their love of music.  They would spend hours listening to music after school, from every genre you could imagine.  At that time, most songs were available to stream online, and they would constantly explore new artists and songs that caught their attention.  They must’ve listened to tens of thousands of different songs by the time they finished high school. 
 
    The only thing that bothered Cadence was the attention they received whenever they would walk together out in public.  She had to admit that there was quite a difference – Cadence was about 6’1”, had a head of dark-blonde hair (that she usually kept back in a ponytail), dark-blue eyes, and (at least what her old school friends would say) a smile that could light up a room.  She didn’t believe that last part – she figured they were just being nice.  Although she would admit that she had a nice figure – she ran track in high school and kept her slim but athletic build going even after the season ended by running in the mornings before school.  Cadence did feel that she was too tall, her nose was too big, and her breasts were too small.  No one had ever told her these things, but that was the way she saw herself in the mirror. 
 
    In contrast, Jill was almost the complete opposite.  She was 4’9”, had short brown hair, and although she wasn’t fat, she had almost no definition to her body.  She didn’t really exercise but she didn’t eat a lot either – they kind of balanced each other out.  When they walked down the street or the hallways at school, people gave them a second look due to their size difference.  Cadence didn’t really like the attention, because (at least in her mind) that would mean more opportunity for people to make fun of her inability to speak. 
 
    They made it through high school, leaning on each other through the difficult parts.  The only dance she went to in her entire high school career was prom – where she went with Jill as her date.  That caused a little uproar among the student body, but they didn’t care because they were social outcasts anyway.  Neither of them went on other dates or had boyfriends – Cadence because she was too shy and couldn’t make small talk and Jill because she wasn’t interested.  When it came to decide what to do after high school, they managed to get accepted into Shiplay State University and were able to live together as roommates. 
 
    Jill was looking to get some sort of Engineering degree, since she enjoyed working with numbers.  When it really came down to it, Cadence could probably get any degree she wanted – she was that smart.  She didn’t really like to show it because, again, it would call attention to herself.  From an early age, she found that even though she couldn’t speak or make any sounds (including laughter), she was able to perfectly recall anything she had heard even years later.  She could still remember the tone, volume, and words of the lullabies that her mother used to sing to her as a baby.   
 
    When she got older, she realized that not everybody could do this and looked online to learn more about it.  She found that, unlike photographic (or Eidetic) memory, she had perfect auditory (or Echoic) memory.  She couldn’t remember everything that she could see – but if she had heard it at any time she could immediately recall it.  This helped during classes when the teacher would explain everything to the class using her speech, but it didn’t help when she had to go home and read a couple of chapters.  Eventually, Jill somehow learned about her ability and took to reading the school material out loud for her. 
 
    As all these thoughts went through her head, she barely paid attention to where she was going.  She was losing herself in the run, just as she had done many times before.  After a while, she began feeling the exhaustion in her legs – this usually meant she had been running for a long time.  She stopped and looked at her watch – Holy crap!  I’ve been running for almost two hours!  Looking up, she realized she was in a part of Shiplay she had never seen before.  And there was probably a good reason for that.   
 
    She had stopped in a seedy-looking alleyway, complete with knocked over trashcans, a feral cat that hissed at her before bounding away, and what looked like a urine-stained doorway leading into one of the buildings.  Just as she was turning around to try to head back to familiar surroundings, the door opened and two men wearing expensive-looking suits walked out.  Through the doorway, Cadence heard loud music and saw a woman gyrating around a pole in a half-naked state of undress.  Huh, never seen strippers in real life before.  That was neat – now I gotta go.  As the door closed behind the two men, they caught sight of Cadence and big smiles lit up their faces. 
 
    Frozen, she stood there as they approached her.  She quickly looked down and checked her bag for her phone, wanting to make sure that she could call for help if she needed it.  Where’s my phone?!  Oh no, it must have fallen out while I was running.  It could be anywhere by now.  She looked up from her bag and saw that the two men were in front and behind her.  Too scared to run, she stood still, hoping that they would just move along. 
 
    “Hey there, baby, what are doing out here?  Shouldn’t you be inside?” the man in front of Cadence asked with a smooth, cultured voice.  If she wasn’t so scared, she would have thought he was quite handsome.  Short wavy-blonde hair, chiseled jawline, and piercing green eyes stared back at her as she tried to figure out how to respond.  The man behind her grabbed her arms when she didn’t respond and that finally spurred her into action.  She attempted to break free, but she was immediately pulled up against his chest.  She couldn’t help noticing that he was a massive man – it appeared as though his muscles would burst out of his suit if he flexed in just the right way.  As she struggled, she noticed a gun in a shoulder holster on the inside of his jacket.  That immediately shut down any defense she had – she didn’t want to get shot. 
 
    “Ah, it looks as though you’ve had a change of heart.  Do you want to have some fun?  I’ll even kick a few bucks your way – how about it?” the man in front of her asked.  She tried to shake her head no, but that just made him angry.  “Bitch, don’t play with me – I’m not one to take you against your will.  That’s never any fun for anybody.  We’re just two – ok, three – consenting adults here.  All I need is for you to tell me yes or no.  Like I said, I’ll even give you…say…a grand?  Yeah, you look like you’re worth it.”  He looked over her head at the other man, “You think a grand is enough?  I mean, look at her – she’s gorgeous.  I’ve never seen a hooker or stripper look this good without an obscene amount of makeup.  I bet she just naturally looks this way – don’t you honey?” 
 
    As she stood there without a response, he finally lost it.  “You fucking whore, don’t disrespect me like this.  All I needed was a simple yes or no, but you can’t even do that.  I guess we’ll have to teach you some manners,” he said as he pulled back his arm and punched her hard in the gut.  She bent over involuntarily, trying to protect her midsection, and the man – is he a bodyguard? – behind her threw her on the ground.  She started to get up to run but was kicked hard in the side before she could get to her feet.  Rolling a couple of feet to the side with the blow, she landed on her back, unable to catch her breath.  Oh, god…I think he broke some rib—.  She couldn’t think anymore as she felt something stomp on one of her hands, sending dull snapping sounds reverberating down the alleyway.  This was followed up by her other hand meeting the same fate.  
 
    “She can’t even show me the courtesy of screaming properly – so disrespectful.  Let’s end this.” 
 
    The pain in her hands and arms was so overwhelming, she didn’t even feel it as her legs and feet broke under the multiple blows of her assailants.  As she started to black-out, she thought, I wish I could scream…I bet that would feel so good right now… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Jill: k I’m here 
  Jill: where are you? 
  Jill: C where RU? 
  Jill: are you there? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Me: who dis? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Jill: C stop messing around where RU? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Me: not C found phone 
  Me: reward? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Jill: just tell me where you are 
  Jill: I’ll get you a reward 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her thoughts were swimming through a sea of horrific memories, unable to surface from a mixture of students laughing at her, professors yelling at her, and two familiar-looking men raining blows down upon her body.  As she started to give up – wanting to forget everything and enter into the silence of sweet oblivion – there was a voice that caught her attention.  It brought back feelings of friendship, compassion, and even a little love.  She grabbed ahold of this voice, treating it as she would a lifeline thrown out into stormy seas.  As she pulled and tugged at it, she slowly swam above the horrible quagmire of memories trying to keep her down. 
 
    With a final wrench, she struggled up to consciousness, becoming aware of people talking around and about her. 
 
    “—e shouldn’t even be alive – it’s a miracle she was found before the internal bleeding damaged too much.  We’ve barely stabilized her for now and it will be touch-and-go for the next couple of hours.  She’s been heavily sedated, and if she does wake up it won’t be for many hours from now.  I’m sorry, but only family will be able to stay in the room with her.  We’ll let you know if there is any change.” 
 
    “I just want to see her for a minute at least – she’s my best friend and roommate.  I’m the only friend she has here right now.  Her parents are back in Denver and can’t get here until tomorrow.  I need to be there in case…in case…she doesn’t make it.”  Cadence could hear sobbing and realized that she recognized that voice.  It’s Jill!  I wish I could call out to her – to make sure she knows I can hear her.  She tried to move something to call attention to herself and she started to panic.  I can’t feel anything!  Am I paralyzed?  If I can’t move or speak, what will I do? 
 
    As she despaired over this information, she felt the wave of memories swell up from below and swallow her back up into the emptiness of unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
    *          *         * 
 
      
 
    The next time she awoke, she fought against the receding storm of remembrances to achieve consciousness.  It was easier, but still difficult, to pull herself out this time.  She just had to concentrate on what Jill’s voice sounded like, and it helped stabilize the raging waters of her memories – like a lifeboat.  As she felt herself regain an awareness of the outside world, she tried to listen for anything nearby.  She could hear machines beeping, what sounded like a respirator inflating and deflating, and faint voices coming from what she assumed was the hallway.  No time like the present, she thought, as she endeavored to lift her eyelids. 
 
    As she opened her eyes, she looked around at the small room she was in.  The door was closed, but she could hear a couple of people having a conversation right outside.  Without moving her head – because she didn’t want to know if she couldn’t – she ran her eyes all around the hospital room.  She saw a TV in the corner, two small but comfortable-looking chairs, and blinds covering a large window.  Surrounding her, she could see multiple machines that she couldn’t even guess what their purpose was.  Finally, with great trepidation, she looked down at herself. 
 
    Immediately, she could see right beneath her eyes a mask covering her mouth and nose.  She figured it was helping her breathe – she recognized a respirator from watching too much TV when she was younger.  Further down from there, she could see that she was covered in an ugly green hospital gown that just barely covered up her naughty bits.  There were tubes and wires attached all over her body – from her chest to her arms.  And speaking of her arms, they were both wrapped up in casts up to her shoulders, making them immobile.  Explains why I couldn’t move them.   
 
    Her hands were also wrapped up so much they didn’t look like hands – just a rounded extension of the arm cast.  In addition, pins were sticking out of the casts up and down her arms, making them look like little porcupines.  Her legs were in little better shape – casts all the way to the foot from about mid-thigh.  There were also only three pins sticking out of each leg – I guess that means they are not as damaged?  She couldn’t really see anything else, but she could feel bandages on her chest, most likely from some sort of surgery.  I must have been out for a long time if they were able to do all this. 
 
    Braving the inevitable, she turned her head and was almost amazed when she was able to freely do it.  I guess I didn’t get hit in the head or neck too much, since I don’t feel anything up there.  Just as that thought occurred, she realized that she couldn’t feel any pain anywhere.  Thoughts of being paralyzed started making her panic and she heard the machine monitoring her heartrate start to beep faster.  As if it was a signal, she heard the door open and she saw a man in a doctor’s coat enter the room followed by a gruff, tired-appearing older man in a dark-blue suit. 
 
    The doctor hurried to her side, with a smile on his face as he saw that her eyes were opened, and her head was moving around.  She lethargically looked over at him, her thoughts sluggish as she felt a bout of sleepiness coming over her again. 
 
    “Hello, Cadence.  I’m Doctor Hurley and I’ve been overseeing your treatment since you were brought in…let’s see…about 5 days ago it looks like.  You may be feeling a bit sluggish right now – that’s the painkillers you’re pumped full of right now.  You also may not be able to feel anything since the painkillers you are on tend to numb everything.  Let me give you a rundown of what we had to do to put you back together…” 
 
    Cadence tried to listen as well as she could through her grogginess.  All in all, it sounded like she was lucky to be alive.  Three broken ribs – one of which punctured her lung – explained the respirator.  Each hand and foot had all but one bone broken and had to be painstakingly put back together like a puzzle.  Both arms were broken in three places and her legs had multiple breaks along both the tibia and fibula.  Amazingly, there was no damage to her face, head, back, or neck – ruling out a big possibility of being paralyzed.  Additionally, they found no evidence that she was violated in any other way.  She was relieved to hear that, but she worried about how she was going to end up after everything healed.  Almost as if he was reading her mind, the doctor answered her question. 
 
    “At this moment, we’re hoping for a full recovery.  We won’t know until later how much mobility you will have in your hand and feet, however.  The extensive damage was some of the worst I’ve ever seen, and time will tell if you gain back your full range of movement.  The arms and legs were clean breaks, which means they should heal just fine – they’ll just be a little weak for a time.  Your ribs will heal – we were able to put everything back together the way it should be inside your chest.  You may be a little short of breath in the future because when we fixed the lung that was punctured, a bit of muscle was lost in the procedure.  You might regain most of your former endurance – but again, time will tell.” 
 
    With no response from Cadence, not that she could respond anyways, the doctor stepped back, and the other man stepped up next to the bed.  “Hello there, sweetheart.  I’m Detective Pacheco and I’m investigating what happened to you.  I’ve already talked to your roommate and she gave me as much information that she could.  She also mentioned that you currently couldn’t do anything to help with the investigation since for some reason you cannot speak.  I want to find out what happened, but we don’t have a lot to go on right now.  We have no witnesses, no evidence, and we aren’t even sure how you got there.  Your phone was found a couple of miles away by a homeless man, which your friend Jill was nice enough to reward even when we took the phone away for evidence.  That’s about all the information we have, so when you’re able to communicate, we would appreciate any help you can give us to help bring your attackers to justice.” 
 
    Jill’s so nice – I love her.  I’m glad she found my phone, that thing was expensive.  I wonder what that homeless man’s name was – I’d like to personally tell him thank you.  Oh, wait…I can’t talk.  As her thoughts kept rambling all over the place, she slowly drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
    *          *         * 
 
      
 
    As she struggled awake, she found it was increasingly harder to come to terms with her current state of recovery.  She was used to running at least a mile every morning, and this inactivity was getting to her.  She itched to just get up and walk around, but the doctors told her it would months until she was to that point.  She wasn’t sure what she could do for that long without going crazy.  Her mother and father had come and stayed with her for about a week, before her father had to go back to Denver for work.  Her mother was staying in a hotel nearby and visited as much as she could, in between trying to get some stuff done for her own work.  She couldn’t grudge them the time – they were the ones paying for her health insurance and hospital bills after all.   
 
    A couple of years after she was born, they had taken various jobs to keep food on the table.  When she was older, she learned that they had been successful musicians but, after years away from the scene, had given it up so that they could take care of Cadence.  She vaguely remembered the doctor visits and tests performed to figure out what was wrong with her voice.  She also knew that she gained her love of music from them – they always had music playing somewhere in the house.  It was her secret dream to become a songwriter so that she could write songs for her parents, letting them continue their own dream with her help.  She felt it was the least she could do to pay them back for all the love and support they had given her. 
 
    Jill had also been by her side whenever she could get away from her classes.  Whenever Cadence was lucid enough, Jill would talk to her if she could stay awake – and she was thankful for that.  A little bit of normalcy in her life made all the discomfort and despondency more bearable.  At one point, Jill put some wireless headphones over her ears so that she could listen to music.  Which was great, but she couldn’t communicate with Jill about it – which lessened its impact on her entertainment.  After a couple days of this, even hearing Jill talk wasn’t enough to stave off her boredom.  She just wanted to do something. 
 
    Even Jill could see something was off.  Their deep friendship allowed them to better understand how the other person thought – without even having any sort of verbal communication.  After noticing her boredom, she told Cadence that she would be back with a solution. 
 
    When her cloudy, sleep-riddled vision cleared enough to make out the clock on the wall, she saw that it had been about a day and a half ago that she had last seen her best friend.  Maybe she came by while I was asleep.  It was a distinct possibility – she probably only spent about six to seven hours awake each day.  With no one else in the room, Cadence decided to try to go back to sleep and see if anything had changed the next time she woke up.  Just as she closed her eyes, the door bust open, ricocheting against the doorstop and almost colliding with a smiling Jill who practically flew into her room. 
 
    She was carrying an open-topped brown cardboard box with a red “USED” sticker along the side.  She put it down on one of the machines next to her bedside and started rummaging through it.  Through the doorway, she saw Doctor Hurley rush in and stop, taking in the scene.   
 
    “What do you have there, young lady?” he asked Jill. 
 
    “It’s an NVERS system – I thought it would be good if Cadence had something to do while she’s stuck in the bed and immobile.  I can tell she’s getting bored – I think you can agree it would be better for her recovery to keep her spirits up,” Jill matter-of-factly told the doctor. 
 
    “Uh…well…I agree that she needs to keep a positive outlook – studies have shown that it helps speed up recovery.  Next time though, come see me if you have any more ideas like this.  Fortunately, I don’t believe that this will harm her in any way – so I approve of her using it.  Just make sure it doesn’t stress her out too much.  She’s been through a lot and that’s the last thing she needs.  One question though – how is she going to get it on and off?”  Doctor Hurley asked. 
 
    “That’s actually what took so long for me to get back – I designed a system that will allow her to move her head to one side and send a signal to your nurses.  The nurse on duty can then help her take it off or put it on, activating it at the same time.  It shouldn’t take more than a couple of seconds and won’t take them away from their normal duties too much.” 
 
    I didn’t know she was handy like that.  Although, she is good with numbers and wants to be an engineer, so it shouldn’t surprise me.  Cadence was confused and curious about what could be in the box now.  It was like they were talking about something that was so foreign she had no idea what they were talking about.   
 
    As the doctor started taking out wires, Jill lifted a strange contraption from the main part of the box and set it gently on her lap.  It resembled a sleek racing bicycle helmet, rounded in the front and tapered to a point in the back.  A blackened visor covered the front and multiple wires emerged from the top to pool in a tangled mess on her lap.  She recognized a power cable, but the others were a mystery to her. 
 
    Jill started untangling the wires, while her doctor started fiddling with something behind her head.  Suddenly, Cadence started moving, pushed upright and supported by some function of the bed she was in.  She realized that they had moved her so that they would be able to put the helmet on her head – in her previous position it wouldn’t have fit. 
 
    “Sorry it took me so long to get back – I didn’t have a lot of money and had to be thrifty instead of quick.  I found this in a pawn shop – it’s an older model, but it should do the trick.  I can see it in your eyes – you’re wondering what the hell this thing is.  You’re probably one of the only people I know who doesn’t recognize this; you don’t really keep up with pop culture and don’t watch much TV nowadays.   
 
    “This is called an NVERS – it stands for something like Neurally-connected Virtually Enhanced Reality System.  It came out to the public a couple of years ago and the current models are completely wireless.  You’re lucky I found this one – apparently someone hocked this for some cash.  These are hard to find – even the older models – and are still in high demand. 
 
    “What does it do?  I thought you’d never ask.  It somehow hooks up to your brain and transports you to another world!” Jill completed her statement with a dramatic flourish. 
 
    “Well, actually, the sensors inside of the helmet tap directly into your—” Doctor Hurley started. 
 
    “Not important.  The important part is that you’ll be able to transport your mind to a fantasy world filled with Elves, Dwarves, Magic, and Monsters!  I haven’t played it myself, but I’ve heard that it is an awesome experience.  If you like it, maybe I can get one of these for myself and we can play together – although it will probably take a while to save up since it is so expensive.  Either way, it will hopefully give you something to do other than stare at me and listen to me talk. 
 
    “I hooked up a touchpad that I’m going to position next to your head, so that all you need do when you require help putting it on or taking it off is move your head so that it touches the touchpad.  This is then hooked up to the nurse’s station outside, who will come in and help you out.  Now, any other questions?” 
 
    Cadence had tons of questions but had no way to ask them.  Apparently, it was a rhetorical question, because Jill immediately stuck the helmet on her head and adjusted the straps so that it fit snugly.  Completely in the dark, she heard Jill ask, “Ok, are you ready?  Just nod your head and I’ll turn it on.” 
 
    Shaking her head, she tried to convey that she wasn’t ready for this.  This sounds like a video game – why would I want to play one of those?  I wouldn’t know what to do.  Why couldn’t she have gotten some movies for me to watch or something?  This helmet is crazy big and I’m not too comfortable with the darkne—.  Her thoughts were interrupted as a blindingly-bright white light totally encompassed her vision. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The white light was so bright that it was almost painful.  She jokingly thought that she was “seeing the light” –  but she wasn’t ready to head toward it just yet.  Gradually, the light dimmed until she could make out a block of text in the distance.  As she looked in its direction, it quickly rushed toward her until it filled her vision.  “UNIWORLD” it said – not that it meant much to her.  Just as she finished reading it, the text exploded in a million pieces and disappeared. 
 
    She wasn’t sure what else to expect, so she tried to take stock of the situation.  She found that she could move her head and look all around her.  Unfortunately, everywhere she looked was a white expanse of nothing.  She tried seeing if she could see her body, but there was nothing there as well – nor could she feel or touch anything. 
 
    Startled out of her perusal of her environment, a soft female voice suddenly emerged from the blank space. 
 
    Welcome, Player. 
 
    She couldn’t see anything, and the voice seemed to come from all around and from nowhere – all at the same time.  It was as if it was speaking directly to her mind, which for Cadence was startling and unexpected.  She didn’t know how to respond, so she just waited. 
 
    Thank you for choosing UniWorld for your entertainment pleasure.  We here at Unitech hope you have a fulfilling and worthwhile experience.  If you experience any system or game issues while playing UniWorld, please use the in-game help system.  Thank you and happy adventuring! 
 
    Well, that didn’t really explain much, she thought.  The white light surrounding Cadence began to fade away until she was enrobed in darkness.  Suddenly, the sound of a spotlight turning on highlighted a figure on a stage in front of her.  And not just any figure, it was full-on clone of Cadence herself – at least the Cadence that wasn’t all busted up in the hospital.  She was wearing a tight pink moisture-wicking t-shirt with a sports bra underneath, light-blue yoga pants, and pristine white tennis shoes.  The kind of outfit she liked to wear while she was running. 
 
    The NVERS system you are currently using can extrapolate your real-life appearance based upon a specific set of firing neurons located in your frontal cortex.  In other words, a memory of yourself.  Hopefully, this is an appearance that you are comfortable with.  If you choose to change it, you may do so in during the character creation process.  Would you like a tutorial? 
 
    Uh, yes please!  I have no idea what you are talking about!  She tried to project her pleas for help toward the voice talking to her, but there was no reaction.   
 
    Very well.  You may now create your character using the creation toolkit.  Since you opted out of the tutorial, details about your options are suspended unless you specifically ask about them.  Once you are complete, confirm your selections either by saying, “Confirm”, or by physically touching the confirm button.  Good luck and congratulations for choosing UniWorld for your entertainment pleasure. 
 
    Cadence somehow felt the voice fade away and leave.  Now…what do I do?  She didn’t have long to wonder as a world of physical sensations crashed upon her unexpectedly.  She quickly looked down as she felt something akin to standing on the ground – she had a body!  It was essentially a reflection of the Cadence she could see on the stage but having some sense of physicality was a relief after the lack of sensations recently.  I can walk again!  I can move my hands and arms!  She started jogging around, finding that she had missed being able to walk and run.  Running around the stage, she discovered that it was only about 20 feet across and she could see her clone from all directions.  Apparently, my memories remembered me having a massive wedgie. 
 
    Digging her own pants out of her butt, she moved towards the front of her double.  That was when she noticed some semi-transparent boxes floating to the sides of the other Cadence.  Looking closer, she could see some text inside those boxes, listing out possible options for her character.  She lived for texting, so seeing these text boxes made this whole strange situation a little bit more familiar. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Race Selection: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Human 
  Elf 
  Dwarf 
  
      	  Undead 
  Troll 
  Orc 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I have no clue what those races are, but I can guess.  I think an Elf is like one of those people with pointy ears and a Dwarf sounds like a small person.  An Undead reminds me of zombies and vampires, while I have no idea what a Troll or Orc is.  She had no idea why she would want to be anything but a human since she didn’t know what kind of game this was.  She moved her hand to the text box and selected, “Human”, and the word in the box started to glow while the others faded but were still present.  She was about to move onto the next box when she started having second thoughts. 
 
    Even though I don’t know what I’ll be doing here, when I am here I don’t want to be reminded of the real world.  Just living through it is hell enough, so I don’t want to think about it while I’m here.  Since I can change what I look like, I don’t want to run into the same problem that got me in trouble out there.  With this in mind, she moved her hand back to the race selection box and selected, “Dwarf”.   
 
    Satisfied with her choice, she looked at the other boxes and found that they were filled with character personalization options.  She saw options for hairstyles, eye shape, eye color, nose size and shape, facial complexion, tattoos, and a myriad of other choices.  Toward the bottom, she noticed a selectable box that said, “Custom Conversion”.  Intrigued, she selected this, and another text box popped up. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Custom Conversion 
  Place your ideal physical appearance to the forefront of your thoughts.  Be as detailed as possible, incomplete characteristics can cause the conversion to fail. 
  Starting conversion in 10…9…8… 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    What the heck, I might as well.  She imagined the ideal physical appearance for herself in the new world.  As the timer ticked down, she closed her eyes and held the image in her mind, keeping the details as clear as possible.  When she heard a crystal-clear chime ring out after the time had elapsed, she opened her eyes and looked across at her clone. 
 
    There stood before her a small, relatively plain-looking Dwarf girl.  She was wearing a brown baggy hoodie, loose black pants, and laced-up work boots.  There wasn’t anything remarkable about her, she looked like someone you would barely notice – even if you did, you would forget about her seconds later.  This may seem counterintuitive, but she had a good reason for her choice.  She wanted to be as unnoticeable as possible – her looks had gotten her into trouble in the real world and she didn’t want to run into the same problem.  She wasn’t sure she would or even could run into a similar situation in this game, but she didn’t want to take any chances if she had the choice to do something about it. 
 
    Cadence walked around her new Dwarf character, looking at it from all angles.  Satisfied that she had chosen well, she tried to figure what else she needed to do.  Floating in the air back where she started was a small, glowing text box that said, “Confirm?”.  As she concentrated on it, the entire box started to glow a little brighter.  Looking back at the Dwarf to reassure herself that she was making the right choice, Cadence firmed up her resolve and quickly pressed the Confirm button. 
 
    Wardrobe selections are incompatible with current world.  Default clothing will be provided upon initial spawning. 
 
    What does that mean? she thought.  Everything faded to black again and she anxiously waited for whatever would come next. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The first glimpse of her new world wasn’t very exciting.  After waiting in the sterile blackness for an indeterminate amount of time, Cadence gradually realized she was laying down.  It wasn’t a quick jolt, a sudden realization of her position, or even a random insight.  It was as if she had been sleeping and was slowly waking up.  Once she knew this, she quickly opened her eyes to see bare stone above her head.  Looking around, she found herself on the ground with a thin bedroll underneath her body.  To her left was a plain, bare stone wall.  To her right was a small, arched opening in the wall with a ratty curtain covering the doorway.  She could hear muted sounds through the curtain, the ground vibrating as if from the pounding of many feet. 
 
    Standing up, Cadence looked down at herself and found that she had turned into the Dwarf character she had designed.  However, instead of the clothes she had imagined, she was wearing a threadbare tan robe that covered her but provided little warmth.  Her feet were inserted into a pair of sandals that reminded her of cheap flip-flops.  I need a jacket or something, this bare rock is cold.  Turning toward the doorway, she was stopped by another text box. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Welcome to the Dwarven City of Rubblefall young Dwarf! 
    
  In this city, you can choose your starting class, gather quests, and equip yourself for the adventures awaiting you! 
    
  Before you can start, however, please tell us what the citizens of this world should call you: 
    
  All you need to do is state your name and it will be known far and wide! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Cadence panicked because as soon as the text box appeared, her character had frozen and wouldn’t move.  I can’t state my name because I can’t talk!  This is so not fair – I haven’t even been able to play yet!  She tried to say something, hoping that being in this world would give her some ability to talk since it could do so much else.  Alas, it wasn’t to be – nothing happened. 
 
    Giving into despair, Cadence started looking for some way to exit from the game while angry tears flowed down her face.  Once again, my fucking disability has gotten me into trouble.  Jill, I love you, girl – but I CAN’T TALK!  I don’t want to spend even more time trying to figure out how to navigate my way through a different world.  Thanks for getting my hopes up… 
 
    
    
      
      	  ERROR! 
  No personal speech pattern recognized in temporal lobe. 
  Please wait for a GM to assist. 
  We apologize for any inconvenience and appreciate your patience while we resolve your problem. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    What?  Sorry, buddy.  There isn’t anything you can do to help that hasn’t been tried by countless doctors.  Since she couldn’t figure out how to get out of this game, she had no choice but to wait for whatever this GM was.  Quicker than she had expected, a tall, non-descript human man in a flowing white robe popped up in front of her.  He looked bored and exasperated all at the same time, but his demeanor changed as soon as he looked at Cadence.  Now he looked nervous – maybe he’s not used to people crying in front of him. 
 
    “Hello, I’m GM David and I’ll do my best to help you out with your situation.  Let’s see, let me look at the logs…”  Cadence watched as he moved his hands around, looking at and manipulating things that she couldn’t see.  “Ok, I see the problem here – there is no personal speech pattern that was found in your temporal lobe.  Just as the system recognizes your appearance by your memories, it does the same with your voice.  Unfortunately, you don’t seem to have any recognizable speech patterns.” 
 
    As he kept talking, Cadence became more and more upset as she heard about another way her lack of speech was holding her back.  She began sobbing uncontrollably – angry, frustrated, and fed-up with the whole situation.  This, in turn, flustered the GM even more. 
 
    “Hold on now, I think I have a solution here.  I have a toolkit designed by one of my peers that was made exclusively for deaf people who want to play the game.  In most cases where it is needed, the deaf person had never actually heard themselves speak before, so they had no personal speech pattern like you.  Here, let me send it your way.  Just select a premade voice, or if you have a voice that you can think of you can use that one instead.  When you are done, just close out the PVS toolkit and you’ll be good to go.”  Looking at the tears running down her face, he quickly added, “Uh…oh look – someone is…having a problem…with their mount…I gotta go…good luck and thankyouforchoosingGMsupportIhopeyou’resatisfiedwithoursolutionbye.” 
 
    With that hurried goodbye, GM David disappeared, and Cadence suddenly found herself able to move again.  Wiping away her tears, she looked around the room again, trying to figure out what he was talking about.  Send it my way?  What did he mean by that?  While she was visually looking for whatever this PVS was, Cadence saw a flashing icon at the bottom right corner of her vision.  Hmm…that wasn’t there before.  She tried to touch it with her hand, but it went right through it.  Frustrated again, she concentrated on the icon and hoped that it would just go away and leave her alone. 
 
    That did the trick – as soon as she concentrated on it, another pop-up appeared in front of her face.  This time, instead of a text box, something called a developer’s toolkit showed up.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Personal Voice Selector – Developer’s Toolkit 
  
     
 
      
      	  Select Premade Voice 
  Create and Upload Custom Voice 
  Real-time Voice Selector 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Excited, Cadence immediately reached out and chose “Select Premade Voice” and another window popped up with thousands of different voice choices.  There weren’t really any descriptions, just file names that hinted at what they were, like: YoungBoy001.wav, OldMan001.wav, TeenageGirl001.wav, and MatureWoman001.wav.  She chose one of the Teenage Girl ones because it appeared to be the closest to what her voice might sound like. 
 
    Nothing happened – at least until she attempted to say something.  In a nervous, cracking voice she cautiously said, “Hello?”.  The voice coming from her throat surprised her – not because of the voice itself, but because it came from her.  Theoretically, she knew how to speak – she had seen and heard people doing it all her life.  Some of the earliest tests she underwent when she was younger was to train her brain and vocal chords on how sound was made, and how words were expressed.  There was just something of a disconnect somewhere between what she wanted to say and her body being unable to complete the function. 
 
    So, when that first word suddenly escaped her lips, she got so emotional she started crying all over again.  This time, fortunately, they were extremely happy tears.  The one thing that she had wished for after all these years was being granted to her in what she thought was the most unlikely of places – a video game.  I wish I had known about this years ago!  She tested out another couple of phrases, finding each one easier to get out than the last.  After a couple of minutes, she realized that the voice she selected sounded a little weird to her – it was a too young-sounding and it didn’t really fit her personality.   
 
    Logically (at least that’s what she told herself), she needed to test out all the other premade voices so that she could find one that fit.  Loving the versatility of the toolkit, she was shortly having conversations with herself and changing the voices for each person she was pretending to be.  First, she was an older woman with a raspy voice asking a young girl with a squeaky voice where the bathroom was located, followed up by a teenage valley-girl talking about taking selfies with another teenage valley-girl.  She even tried out a couple of men’s voices, but they sounded so weird coming from her throat that she stopped after a few experiments. 
 
    After at least an hour or more testing out the different voices, Cadence wasn’t happy with any of the premade voices she heard.  None of them seemed to be what she imagined her voice would sound like – each voice was just a little off.  Backing out of the premade selections, she looked at the main toolkit screen again and selected the “Create and Upload Custom Voice” option.  Again, as soon as she touched it, another screen popped up that had instructions on how to go about creating her custom voice. 
 
    In a nutshell, Cadence had to specifically keep the voice she wanted to create at the forefront of her mind – complete with different inflections, nuances, and emotional tones that made a voice unique.  This was quite easy for her with her perfect echoic memory, the hardest part was deciding what she wanted it to sound like.  Referencing all the voices she had just played with, coupled with numerous examples from the real world, she created an amalgamation of the perfect voice for her.  It was a happy, bright, and infectious voice that was young-sounding but hinted at a deep maturity underneath.   
 
    Having designed her ideal voice, she followed the prompts on the pop-ups in front of her and uploaded the voice to the toolkit.  There was a loading bar that quickly filled up as she felt something rummaging around in her mind – it didn’t hurt or was uncomfortable, but it was a bit strange.  After about 15 seconds, the bar filled up and it said, “Upload Complete!”   Cadence then was able to select the voice, conveniently titled Cadence001.wav (it must’ve gotten my name from my memories) and tested it out.  It sounded even better than she had imagined it – it was the voice she would love to have in real life.   
 
    Satisfied with her creation, she was about to close out the toolkit when she saw the last option.  Real-time Voice Selector?  I wonder what this does.  She touched the option with her fingers, expecting another window to appear.  When nothing happened, she tried saying something and panicked when nothing came out.  Jill, you’re really throwing my emotions for a loop – first I can speak and now I can’t.  As she thought about her friend – and what she’d like to do to her when she was able to walk again – Jill’s voice spoke to her.  Or, at least, it sounded like Jill but came from her own throat.  Startled, she tried to speak and again nothing came out.  It was only when she thought about Jill that she was able to speak – and sound like Jill. 
 
    She was beginning to understand how this Real-time Voice Selector worked – all she had to do was think of a voice and she would be able to talk just like them.  With her perfect voice recall, she was able to accurately recall how someone sounded, down to the smallest detail.  She tried it out again, thinking of her mother, and was pleasantly surprised to find her mother’s voice emanating from her.  Nice, I could become a celebrity voice impersonator.  She played around with it for a couple more minutes, amused at the novelty of this option. 
 
    Finally, ready to get out of this boring room, she exited out of the Real-time Voice Selector and chose her custom voice she had created before closing the toolkit.  Instead of disappearing like she thought it would, it instead minimized down to the icon she had seen previously at the bottom-right corner of her vision.  Concentrating on it again, it popped up in front of her vision, able to be used again.  Not really needing to use it any more at this time, she closed it and headed for the exit. 
 
    She was stopped again by the system wanting to know her name and this time she was ready for it.  Not knowing any reason to change it, she said, “Cadence” when it prompted her.  Once that was complete, she was able to move again, and she quickly moved aside the curtain to see what this world had in store for her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Just past the curtain, a whole new world greeted Cadence.  Just not one she was expecting – a huge cavern with a roof, hundreds of feet from the ground with so many massive stalactites hanging down that she couldn’t accurately see where the ceiling started.  The interior of the cavern was lit by a myriad of glowing lights suspended from the ends of certain stalactites, steadily illuminating the ground below.  Down on the cavern floor, short, squat buildings covered the distance from one end to the other – which had to be at least 2000 feet by her estimation.   
 
    Most of the buildings were made of some sort of red stone, which she could also see in veins along the sides of the gigantic cave.  Emerging from a hole in the side of the cavern, she was on a slight rise that allowed her to see that there was only a smattering of structures that were more than one story; of those that were larger, she couldn’t see any that were more than two stories – all except the giant castle built into one of the walls. 
 
    Surrounded by relatively low walls on three sides, the castle looked intimidating with guards stationed on top of the walls and in front of the gates.  Being built into the wall, the castle edifice showing on the outside was made of a dark black rock that was completely at odds with the rest of the buildings in the city.  It looked like something she might want to avoid if possible. 
 
    As Cadence stopped and stared at the vantage in front of her, she saw out of the corner of her eye other dwarves emerging from staggered holes in the wall like the one that she had exited from.  She thought it was strange, because they were running down a short slope and heading into the city without even looking around.  As she looked at one that passed within a few feet of her, she noticed a green name floating over his head that said Thoren <No Guild>.  She wasn’t sure what it meant by “No Guild”, but she figured the other one was his name.  I wonder if it says something above me as well?  She looked up and all she saw was the stalactites reaching down from the ceiling – no floating names. 
 
    Figuring that the other people knew what they were doing, she followed them into the outskirts of the city.  Close to the edge of the buildings, she heard someone running behind her and turned around.  It was another dwarf, eyes fixated on the streets between the buildings just ahead.   
 
    “Hello, I’m Cadence!”  She was so excited, this was her first spoken conversation, ever – and apparently, the quickest.  With just a quick glance of his eyes in her direction, the male dwarf swerved around her without even slowing or acknowledging her existence.  He was gone around a corner before Cadence could even catch his name.  Perturbed, she silently admonished him for ignoring her attempts at conversation and continued further toward the buildings. 
 
    Turning the corner, she stopped and stared at the teeming masses of people in front of her.  Although most them were dwarves, she saw some scattered humans and what she assumed were elves with their height and long pointy ears.  She realized that she had stumbled upon some sort of market –  along the sides of the street were storefronts where she watched various people enter and exit.  Hanging in front of the stores were signs with strange writing on them, so strange she took one look and figured they were in a foreign language.  However, just as she looked away, she realized that she could instinctually understand what they said.  Looking at the on closest to her, she found that it said, “Weaponsmith”.   
 
    Glancing down the street, she made out the rest of the signs that she was close enough to see: “Potions & Alchemy Ingredients”, “Armorsmith”, “Leather Goods”, “General Store”, and “Inn”.  No wonder this place looks so busy – there’s something for everybody.  While Cadence was just standing there, looking at everything, she was suddenly and violently shoved from behind.  Since she wasn’t prepared for the impact, she ended up falling face-first into the street. 
 
    Shocked and scared that she might be assaulted again, she immediately curled up into the fetal position and covered her head.  When nothing else hit her, she looked up to see a male dwarf pick himself up off the ground with a scowl on his face directed toward her.  “Watch where you’re going noob!  Everyone knows not to stand around at the entrance – everyone except noobs like you, apparently.”  With that, he ran past her, not even deigning to help her off the ground or giving her a second look.   
 
    What the heck was that?  Why was he mad at me, when he was the one who ran into me?  Getting to her feet, she looked around at the other players rushing by, serious and hurried expressions on their faces.  All of them seemed in a hurry to be somewhere, quickly completing their errands and running to their next stop.  It was almost as if they were in a race and couldn’t slow down or they might lose.  In contrast, Cadence took her time walking down the street since she had nowhere in particular to be. 
 
    She attempted to talk to some of the friendlier-looking players but was quickly rebuffed by being ignored completely or being told that they were too busy – and to get out of their way.  After a couple of minutes of this, Cadence eventually made her way down the street until she came to square that broke off between four different streets.  In the middle of the square, a large fountain gently burbled as water flowed down from a statue of a large dwarf holding a massive axe over his head.  The water gathered in a large circular stone basin that featured numerous benches attached to the outside.   
 
    Tired of having to avoid the hustle and bustle of the impatient players rushing by her, Cadence decided to sit down on one of the benches closest to her.  If she was able to ignore the vast number of players flying by, it was actually quite peaceful watching the water flow out of the fountain.  With time for reflection, she began to wonder what she was doing here. 
 
    It is the most wonderful thing in the world that I’m able to talk now – but if no one wants to talk back to me, what good does it do?  Am I supposed to talk to myself?  I’ve spent too many years talking to myself in my head to find that appealing, now.  If only everyone wasn’t in such a hurry, I’d love to be able find someone I could just talk to – I wonder what it would take to get Jill to play? 
 
    As Cadence sat there, trying to figure out her next move, she caught some movement out of the corner of her eye.  Sitting down on the same bench was an older female dwarf, her long dark-brown hair streaked with silver made up into a bun.  She had kind, patient eyes and an easy smile, which caused Cadence to smile back.  She also was dressed in a flowing deep-purple robe, caught up around the waist with a gold cord.  Cadence looked at her own clothes and found them a bit lacking compared to the other woman.  She was curious why such an important-looking person was interested in sitting next to her. 
 
    “Hello there, my child.  What brings you here?” the other woman asked with deliberate diction.  It sounded quite a bit different from the other dwarves she heard around the street – more like the actors she remembered playing nobles or royalty on TV.  It was very refined, like every word coming out of her mouth was well thought out and with purpose.  Not that I have an extensive knowledge of dwarves or anything, I just have an ear for accents. 
 
    “I was trying to get away from the other players who were running around like chickens with their heads cut off.  One even bumped into me, knocked me down, and didn’t apologize or even help me up.  He even blamed it on me.  Not finding anyone to talk to, this seemed like a relatively peaceful spot to figure out what to do next,” Cadence answered. 
 
    The older woman gave a surprisingly hearty laugh when she mentioned the chickens, and sympathized when she mentioned being knocked down, “You outworlders are an impatient bunch – always running around like you’re late to save the world.  I’ve also noticed that you can be insistent, impatient, rude, and, at times, hostile.  However, we must put up with you if we want to be protected from the dangers outside this mountain.  We just don’t have the numbers to defend against the approach of the dark forces marshalling against us,” she finished with a long-suffering sigh. 
 
    Inside and outside, Cadence was smiling – this is what she was looking for!  Since she had basically no knowledge of what this game was about, she decided to ask some questions since she had someone she could talk to.  “What do the players…I mean…uh…outworlders do to defend you?” 
 
    The other woman looked at Cadence funny, like she was confused at how such knowledge wasn’t known to her.  “As I’m sure you know, the forces of the Dark have been gathering for millennia and it’s only been during the last couple of years that they have started to move against the forces of Light.  The Humans, Elves, and Dwarves have assembled an uneasy alliance – past prejudices and racial tension has led to more than a few ‘friendly’ altercations.  But we need to work together to fight against the tide of Orcs, Trolls, Undead, and other dark races bent on our destruction.  When the outworlders first appeared, their presence was a godsend – here were people who could and would fight for us with nothing more than the promise of a reward. 
 
    “As we begun to utilize them, having them complete different quests hindering the advance of the Dark, we realized what they really were: mercenaries for hire.  We learned that the dark was also using these outworlders, so much so that any advance they made for our cause was opposed by their counterparts on the other side.  We are effectively at a stalemate – neither side can do anything without the other knowing about it and canceling it out.  We’ve had some glorious wins and we’ve had some horrendous losses, but in the end, it doesn’t matter.   
 
    “Worse than that, we can’t stop using you outworlders.  If the Light were to do so, the Dark would take advantage of it and we might never recover.  So, as you can see, we do what we can to support you, but ultimately, we’re treated as slaves to you.  It almost seems like we exist only to serve you, offering quests and their respective rewards.  We can’t even run away – if we were to leave, our loved ones would suffer for our absence.  Even I haven’t been out of this cave in years, when I used to fight against the monsters inhabiting the world.” 
 
    Cadence sat there, stunned, as she listened to this woman pour out her frustrations and fears.  She had no idea what to say, having had no idea what this game was about only a couple of hours ago.  Has it only been a couple of hours?  It has been such a momentous change that it feels like much longer.  Nevertheless, she felt moved by this woman’s story – she wanted to do something to help, but she didn’t know what to do.  I’m surprised no one has done anything about this before this.  I wonder if the players really know how they are affecting this world by playing their “game”. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say, I’ve never heard about any of this before coming here.  I wish I could help you out, but I don’t even know what I’m doing here myself,” she responded.  Then she thought of something, “Oh, it was so rude of me not to introduce myself – I don’t want you to think I’m like the other players.  I’m Cadence – it’s so nice to be able to talk to someone here!” 
 
    Somehow the woman smiled even wider than before, “Truth be told, you’re the first outworlder to sit down and really talk to a citizen, let alone show some sympathy to our plight.  I could tell you were different when I saw you sitting here by yourself, watching the light reflect off the water.  As for what you can do, I’m not sure that you can do anything that would affect the ongoing conflict and impending battles.  It was set in motion long before you got here and the war between light and dark will likely continue long after you’re gone. 
 
    “What you can do, is make the lives of the citizens trapped by these circumstances a little easier.  Help them out – not by doing quests to kill monsters or fight back the dark – but by talking to them, doing things they cannot do themselves or request some run-of-the-mill outworlders to do for them.  They may be a little resistant at first, since they are not used to an outworlder caring about their welfare.  Mention my name if you have any difficulty, it should hopefully smooth over any obstacles in your way.  By the way, I’m High Practitioner Maribeel – normally you can find me in the castle over yonder,” Maribeel waved toward the castle in the distance. 
 
    “If you run into trouble with anything in this city, come to the castle and give my name to the guards.  Unfortunately, I can’t help with anything outside of this mountain because I’m required to stay near the royal family.  Which reminds me, I’m due for another meeting with the royal advisors, so I must take my leave,” she mentioned with a regretful sigh.  “I look forward to hearing about your exploits in the future – your help will not go unappreciated.”  With that, Maribeel stood up with and walked away with both grace and an underlying aura of power emanating from her.  Curiously, the name High Practitioner Maribeel {Friendly}, appeared in light blue over the disappearing woman.  
 
    Suddenly, a screen popped up in front of her face: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! 
  You have unlocked a unique secret quest! 
    
  High Practitioner Maribeel has chosen you to ease the suffering of the citizens of Rubblefall by any means at your disposal.  Initially, this could mean just talking to them, but may lead to additional quests that will help improve the lives of those who live in this world.  Although there will be few monetary rewards, the greatest reward will be knowing that you have improved the lives and happiness of those around you. 
    
  Rewards: Varied, Increased Reputation 
  Penalties for Failure: None 
    
  Accept? Yes or No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    After reading it over, she immediately pressed Yes on the screen and it disappeared.  This sounded like something she could do.  Before she did anything else, Cadence sat there, reflecting on what had just happened.  She was still surprised that she had been approached by someone so important.  As least, she thought she was important.  I’m not sure what a High Practitioner is, but it sounds like someone with authority.  She pondered what she was told, thinking about the situation surrounding the citizens of Uniworld, about Maribeel and her quest showing how she can help them out, and about the attitude of the players from her “world”.  She didn’t think she wanted to be like them, uncaringly going out to slaughter monsters and complete quests to earn rewards.  She figured she may eventually journey out from the cave city she found herself in, but in her mind that was in the future and she’d address it when it came time to leave. 
 
    Now that she had a goal to pursue, she stood up and looked around with new eyes.  Gone were thoughts of trying to communicate with other players, for now she would concentrate on helping the citizens of this world.  With that in mind, she made her way further into the city, leaving the bustling marketplace behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Cadence spent numerous hours walking through the streets of Rubblefall, talking to and helping every citizen she came across.  At first, she was a little shy about talking to them based on what Maribeel had told her, but she luckily came across a little dwarf girl needing help within the first few minutes of her newfound quest.  Looks to be around eight or nine years old, at least as far as I can tell with dwarves.  She was a cute little girl, with long brown pig-tails running down each side of her head and a dusty flower-print dress.  She was struggling down the street, trying to drag a heavy-looking bag behind her, resulting in the fabric on the bottom of the bag starting to tear. 
 
    Quickly rushing over, Cadence approached the girl and offered to help carry it.  With an initial distrust in her eyes, the tired girl relented and allowed her to pick it up.  Damn, this is heavy.  Oh, well, hopefully it’s only for a little while.  Struggling with the bag herself, she tried to make sure the bag didn’t tear the rest of the way while she followed behind the girl.  After a longer distance than she had been expecting, they turned into a short walkway leading to a small unadorned house that looked like most of the others along the street.  Walking up to the door, the girl opened it up and yelled, “Mommy, I’m home!” 
 
    She could see a woman approaching the entrance, with a smile on her face when she looked at her daughter.  “That was a lot quicker than I thought you would be.  Did you get every—” she stopped talking and her smile faded as she saw Cadence behind her daughter.   
 
    “Mommy, this is…actually, I’m not sure…but she helped me carry the food back here.  It was awfully heavy, mommy,” the girl excitedly told her mother.  Once again, seeing a look of distrust – now in her mother’s eyes – Cadence immediately introduced herself and told her about seeing her daughter struggling with the bag.  She told her she couldn’t stand by and watch the bag fall apart without doing anything to help.  With a small smile, the woman invited Cadence inside, instructing her to place the heavy bag in the small kitchen area.   
 
    After depositing it on the counter, the little girl’s mother surprised her by inviting her to sit down and make herself comfortable while she put everything away.  In the small living room there was only a small chair and a bench up against the wall.  She was about to take the chair when the girl invited her to sit on the bench alongside her.  Not wanting to be rude, Cadence sat next to the girl and was immediately bombarded by questions.  Cadence smiled as she was reminded of Jill, who loved to talk nonstop just like this little girl.   
 
    Through answering the barrage of questions regarding who she was, why she helped out, and why isn’t she out fighting monsters, she found out that the little girls’ name was Clara and the mothers’ name was Keara.  As soon as she learned this, their names popped up above their heads with {Friendly} next to them.  She spent almost a half-hour talking to them both, and as a result they all became more comfortable with each other.  She learned that Keara was a seamstress by trade and made robes that were sold in the Clothier shop near the marketplace.  Her husband was a guard at the castle and wouldn’t be home until later that day.   
 
    Cadence loved being able to talk to someone without having to write something down or text it to them.  It was as if there was a missing part of her that was filled up by this new ability that most people took for granted – she felt complete.  She didn’t want to leave Keara and Clara’s house, but she didn’t want to overstay her welcome.  She left them with promises to visit again and walked out to the street, eager to find some more people to talk to.  As she waved back to Clara standing in the doorway, she noticed that instead of {Friendly} next to her name it now said, {Liked}. 
 
    Huh.  Well, I like her too, both of them actually – they’re good people.  She wasn’t sure exactly what the “friendly” and “liked” classifications were, but it was nice to be able to see how the citizens of Rubblefall perceived her.  Turning away from the seamstresses’ house, she made her way down the street, more confident in herself and her ability to help the people around her. 
 
    She talked to everyone she could see.  She had conversations with lonely shopkeepers, distracted guards, decrepit beggars, aging widowers, numerous children, and even a man painting the side of a building.  Most of the time, it was a simple conversation with her introducing herself and asking about how they spent their days around Rubblefall.  Eager for the conversation, many of the people she talked to were happy for an outlet for their needs, wants, and frustrations.  Sometimes they had a simple quest: Deliver this message to so-and-so, help pick up some trash outside a store, or get some food for a stationed guard who couldn’t leave his post.  With the man painting the side of the building, she held his ladder for him and carried on a conversation with him at the same time. 
 
    Each time she was asked to help with something, a quest screen popped up in front of her detailing the requirements of the quest.  She immediately accepted all of them, not really seeing any reason to say no.  Occasionally, she would receive a reward – usually in the form of a couple of copper coins – which she would try to give back but was repeatedly refused.  Not wanting to offend anyone, she would touch the coins and they would disappear without a trace.  She wasn’t sure where they went and didn’t overly care – she had no need of them. 
 
    Eventually, after hours and hours of wandering around the streets of Rubblefall, she found herself getting close to the marketplace she had first seen as she entered the city.  She had only seen a couple of players elsewhere in the city, so it was a surprise when she heard someone speak to her while she was busy having a conversation with a guard that was stuck watching the marketplace for thieves. 
 
    “What are you doing, noob?  Why are you talking to NPC’s?  The only ones that have any quests are the ones in the Adventurer’s Hall – you’re wasting your time talking to anyone else.  You don’t even have a class yet, what are you waiting for?” 
 
    Cadence turned around and looked right at a tall male dwarf, decked out in gleaming full-body armor and wielding an axe taller than him.  The name above his head said Brunox [Warrior] <Death2all>, and he had a self-righteous smirk on his face.  “What I do is my own business.  And why did you call Cholwe here an ‘NPC’?  He’s a citizen just like everyone else in this place,” she asked him with impatience and a little anger.  How dare he act like the citizens of this world are worthless!  They have lives all their own and he measures their worth by what they can do for him. 
 
    “Wow, you really are a noob!  For your information, NPC means Non-Player Character and is what everyone calls your ‘citizens’.  They are here to buy and sell stuff and give us quests – that’s it.  If you waste your time talking to every single one, you’ll never get anywhere.  The few that give quests are well-documented on the forums, so check those out if you’re hoping for some secret quest or something.  Well, I’ve wasted enough time on you – gotta go.”  Brunox turned and ran the other direction, chuckling and saying “noob!” as he left. 
 
    Cadence felt better about not following what the other players did – despite being called a “noob”.  She watched the “warrior” leave and realized that she felt more fulfilled doing what she had been for the last…however many hours she had been in here.  Which reminded her, how do I get out of here?  It feels like I’ve been in here a long time.  Since she had already started a rapport with Cholwe, the guard she was talking to before being rudely interrupted, she decided to see if he had any information about it. 
 
    “Cholwe, do you happen to know the outworlders…leave?  I’m still not sure how to go about that,” she asked.  He sounded and looked strange when he answered her, as if something had taken over his body and voice and eliminated his personality. 
 
    “Any questions related to in-game issues can be answered in the Adventurer’s Hall in your starting city.  You can issue a ticket for any technical issues in your player help menu.” 
 
    Cadence watched as his face went slack and another voice came out of his throat as he was answering her question.  As soon as he was finished, his face went back to normal and he smiled down at Cadence.  “I’m sorry, did you ask me a question?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah…but you answered it.  Are you feeling ok?” she worriedly asked him. 
 
    “Absolutely!  Well, except for being bored watching for thieves in the marketplace – but I can’t complain too much, it’s my job!” he responded with enthusiasm.  Cadence just looked at him, confused at what just happened and determined to investigate more in the future.  However, right now she had somewhere she needed to go. 
 
    Since this “Adventurer’s Hall” sounded important, she figured that all she needed to do was follow most of the players and they would lead her to it.  It turned out even easier than she thought, as she followed behind a veritable horde of players heading in the same direction.  They eventually came to a massive building, the size of which looked to be about 400 of Keara’s house put together.  It was two stories tall – unlike most of the buildings in Rubblefall – and it stretched far and wide, encompassing a couple blocks of the city all by itself. 
 
    Filing inside through the doorway, the crowd of players dispersed into different areas of the building.  Cadence walked in and immediately worked through the press of people until she was able to get near the wall, out of the way and safe from being overrun.  She was able to find an empty box to stand on, allowing her to see over the heads of many of the players, thereby gaining a good vantage of the inside of the giant building. 
 
    From what she observed over the next half-hour, there were six booths arranged along the far wall, where a line of dwarves formed up leading to them.  The lengths of the lines for each booth was different and she wasn’t sure what made people choose which booth to visit until she saw a picture above each booth.  The one closest to her had an axe depicted on a sign directly above the stall, and a bored-looking citizen talking to each player as they approached.  As soon as the player spoke to the citizen, they immediately transformed into a chainmail-wearing, axe-toting [Warrior]. 
 
    The next booth down the line had a pair of crossed knives on the sign above it.  When the players were done talking with the citizen, they ended up clad in all-black leather with a pair of knives at their hips, ready to be drawn at a moment’s notice.  When she looked at the players’ names, she saw that they were called a [Thief].  On down the line, she saw signs with a crossbow, a bomb, a spiked ball on a rod, and a crooked staff.  Respectively, the players that chose them were called a [Crossbowman], [Engineer], [Priest], and a [Mage].   
 
    The lines for the Warrior and Engineer Booths were the longest, but there was a respectable number of players lined up for the other booths as well.  As she watched the mob of players receive what she believed to be their “class” – as that rude player Brunox mentioned earlier – she observed them heading to the other side of the building.  Along that edge of the Adventurer’s Hall, there were nearly a hundred harried-appearing citizens standing behind a long counter that stretched from one side of the room to the other.  The mass of players – including a handful of humans and elves -- descended upon the citizens like an invading army, running up against the counter like the ocean’s tide against the beach.  As soon as they asked for – actually, more like demanded – whatever they needed from the citizen, they fell back, letting another player make their way to the front. 
 
    That must be where the players get their quests and hopefully where I can get some answers.  Resigned to braving the horde, she made her way toward what she was mentally calling the “Help Desk”.  As she neared the crowd of players, she noticed a booth she hadn’t seen when she was observing earlier.  It was along the wall where the players were getting their classes and she must have missed it because there wasn’t anyone lined up in front of it. 
 
    On the sign located above the booth, she recognized a lute that was emblazoned proudly across a background of faded musical notes.  Cadence looked for the person manning the booth and didn’t see him at first.  Intrigued, since she was a die-hard music fan, she switched directions and made her way over to this conundrum.  Walking up to the empty stall, she found the missing citizen sleeping on a cot, covered in a threadbare blanket, directly behind the dusty, but barely-used, counter.  She vigorously cleared her throat – hoping to wake him up without scaring him – but it was already so raucous in the Hall that she could barely hear herself.   
 
    Next, she tried loudly asking, “Hello, can you help me?”, but that didn’t work either.  Neither did anything else she tried saying to get his attention.  Eventually, she walked around the booth and approached him on his cot.  She crouched down, grabbed him on his shoulder, and shook him awake.  Spluttering with shock, he threw off his blanket and yelled, “Wha…what’s wrong?  Who are you?  Are we being attacked?”  As he struggled to get off the cot and stand up, Cadence noticed he had trouble standing on his left leg – it kept trying to collapse underneath him.  Now that she had a good look at him, she saw that he was an older dwarf, with a battle-weary look to his face that gave evidence to a hard life of conflict.  She now felt bad for waking him up, he looked like he needed the rest. 
 
    “I’m sorry for waking you, sir.  I just wanted to know if you could help answer a couple of questions for me – I tried calling out, but you were sleeping so soundly,” she apologized. 
 
    The old dwarf looked around, seemingly worried that she might be overheard.  Fat chance of that – it’s way too loud in here as it is.  “Please don’t tell anyone you caught me sleeping, I need this job – there isn’t much else that this old dwarf can do anymore.  My leg got crushed by a falling rock years ago and that was before we had outworlder Priests to help heal wounds.  Now it’s too late – it already healed incorrectly, and their spells won’t affect it anymore.”  He straightened his clothes and quickly stowed the cot and blanket under the counter before turning toward Cadence.  “Now, what can I do for you, young lady?” 
 
    Amused at his response to her waking him up, she flashed her biggest smile his way, “First of all, I’m no lady – it’s just Cadence.  Secondly, what is it you do here?  I see all of the other booths filled to the brim with play…uh, outworlders…and nobody comes over here.” 
 
    Smiling back at her, he responded in kind, “It’s nice to meet you Cadence!  Before I start talking incessantly and forget to tell you, my name is Finley, and I’m responsible for the Bard Class Assignment Station here in Adventurer’s Hall.  We are a proud organization of dwarven Bards that follow the traditions, history, and heritage of our noble race.   While citizen bards – such as myself – carry on the stories and foundations of the dwarven race through non-magical means, outworlders can become a Bard in the same traditions passed down from Bard to Bard through the ages. 
 
    “By singing specific vocals and accompanied by particular instruments, outworlder Bards can affect the world around them through magical songs.  These songs can enhance your party members, heal wounds, and even detrimentally effect attacking monsters.  No party is complete without a Bard – we can do almost anything!  Well…er…except for physically attacking monsters – we can’t do that.  But our utility songs more than make up for our lack of damage ability!”  He looked very proud of his profession, even going so far as to strike a pose with his chest puffed out at the end of his speech. 
 
    “So…how many dwarven outworlder bards are there in your organization?” Cadence asked him. 
 
    Finley immediately deflated, and a disappointed look crossed his face.  “We have a total of…zero outworlder bards at this time.  Although there initially were hundreds of dwarven outworlder bards, they have since…disappeared…and now there are none.  That’s not to say that there are no bards out there at all – quite the contrary.  Almost all bards you see nowadays are humans or elves.  There are thousands, if not tens of thousands of them out there.”   
 
    He paused for a second, then continued, “I can see the question in your eyes: why are there no dwarven bards?  Well, the simplest explanation is that a dwarves’ Charisma – the most important factor in determining how effective your songs are – has a much lower starting number than any other Light race.  In fact, humans and elves get a bonus to their starting Charisma, with elves additionally receiving additional bonuses as they level up.  Hence, no one wants to start their journey with, what I once heard an outworlder say, a ‘defective character’.  This same outworlder was discussing the Bardic class with some others, and I overheard them saying something about ‘end-game handicaps’ and being ‘nerfed from the start’.  I have no idea what any of that means, but it seemed to turn everyone away from my booth that day, and every day thereafter.” 
 
    Cadence had no idea what any of that meant, either, not being a gamer herself.  She was sure it had to do with how un-powerful this class was, which was something that would turn away most if not all the players she had met so far.  It sounded like a good fit for her however, so she would have to think about it for the future, if she decided she wanted to continue to play.  She didn’t have the time to consider it right now, however, because she needed the answer to her other question – how do I leave here? 
 
    After asking Finley, he started talking and acting all funny, similar to Cholwe the guard near the marketplace. 
 
    “To logout, first bring up your player menu by thinking, ‘Menu’, and selecting ‘Logout’ near the bottom of your options.  Keep in mind you cannot logout in the middle of battle, during cutscenes, or while interacting with an NPC.” 
 
    She was beginning to realize that most of the citizens in the game had some sort of “programming” that took over, allowing the system to address questions that were outside the scope of normal citizen knowledge.  Thanking Finley for the help, to his startled confusion, she moved to a space on the wall, away from the other players. 
 
    Thinking, “Menu”, a screen appeared with a massive amount of options.  She saw options for adjusting the UI, auto-looting, equipment, and status screens, along with submenus that looked thoroughly confusing.  She wasn’t interested in learning about any of those – she was looking to “logout”.  Finding it near the bottom of the list, just above the “Help” option, she pressed it with her fingers.  Another window popped up, asking if she really wanted to logout and she hit Yes.  A countdown started from 10 and as it decreased everything started fading out.  When it reached 1, the world around her completely disappeared and she suddenly found that she couldn’t move anything below her neck. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    After arriving back in the real world, Cadence was met with the same blackness encompassing her vision when she first put the helmet on.  Or had the helmet forcefully placed on her head – same difference.  Remembering the touchpad placed next to her head, she moved her head to the side, hoping that she was moving enough to touch it.  After about 30 seconds, she felt and heard one of the nurses working on the straps keeping the helmet secure to her head.  Finally, the world was revealed in all its muted glory.  She looked down, feeling awkward in her own body compared to her character in Uniworld. 
 
    She tried to thank the nurse for her help and was momentarily startled when nothing came out.  Then it all came crashing back – she couldn’t speak again!  She was getting so used to being able to talk to other people that not being able to speak almost felt foreign.  Instead of speaking, she mouthed “thank you” when the nurse was looking in her direction.  Over the nurse’s shoulder, she noticed the clock on the wall.  If that clock is correct, I’ve only been playing that game for five hours!  I could have sworn I was in there for almost a whole day! 
 
    The nurse noticed Cadence looking at the clock and the shock on her face.  Laughing, she said, “It’s surprising isn’t it.  My son has an NVERS and he was amazed the first time he played as well.  I don’t know all the details, but apparently the human brain can process the game much faster if it is directly hooked into it.  What feels like four hours in-game is only one hour in the real world.  I’ve heard that it could run even faster, but the developers wanted to make as much money as possible with their monthly fees and all that.  If it ran too fast, people would advance quicker, play longer, and get tired of it quicker.  Or at least that was the theory – I haven’t heard of many people quitting after playing it even once.” 
 
    Well that at least explains the time difference.  That must mean I was in-game for nearly 20 hours!  I wonder if there’s a limit?  She had her answer a couple of seconds later.  “Now, I’m going to lay you back down, so you can get some rest.  Even though you were not physically doing everything you were in the game, your brain can get overworked with too much exposure over long periods of time.  There is a 6-hour real world limit that the system enforces upon all players, followed up by another 6 hours of downtime where you cannot log on.  You need your rest anyways to speed up your healing, so I’m going to encourage you to sleep as long as you can.  After you wake up, I or another nurse can help you put the helmet back on, if you so choose.” 
 
    When she mentioned sleep, Cadence realized she had been fighting the drowsiness ever since she had logged out of the game.  Closing her eyes, she was out before the nurse even left the room. 
 
      
 
    *          *          * 
 
      
 
    Waking up from a nightmare where she was reliving her horrific beating – this time being able to scream – she found herself back in her hospital bed, the sheets and her gown covered in sweat.  Although she was still numb from the painkillers, she was somehow itchy in places underneath her casts.  Using the touchpad near her head to call the nurse, she impatiently waited until the nurse came in, followed by Doctor Hurley.  Seeing the panicked look in her eyes, he asked, “Are you in pain?” 
 
    Shaking her head “no”, she tried to convey what was wrong through moving her lips.  He seemed to understand and asked her if she was itchy.  After confirmation, he said, “The itchiness is part of the healing process.  Normally you wouldn’t be able to feel it with all the painkillers you are on, so I’ll have to look at adjusting your dosage.  I had a look at you earlier and you seem to be healing as well as can be expected.  I hope you enjoyed the NVERS system and if you want, we can put the helmet back on, so you can get back into the game.  There seemed to be no adverse effects and may help by keeping your mind active while your body heals.  It also will have the immediate benefit of distracting you from the itching you are experiencing right now.  Shall we?” 
 
    Cadence enthusiastically nodded yes, and the nurse and doctor proceeded to place the helmet back on her head.  Without warning, she found herself in a world of darkness.  Unlike last time, she was transported to the place where she had logged out from – the Adventurer’s Hall.  After being hit with the noise of countless players talking and yelling throughout the massive room, Cadence resolved to find a quieter place to logout in the future.  When she could see clearly again, she looked around and found that the Hall somehow looked even busier and crowded than the day before.  It was so crowded that she was only about three feet away from the nearest player, whereas there was plenty of room around her when she had logged out. 
 
    I forgot that this is the weekend already, more people are probably able to play when they are off from work or school.  Despite the massive influx of people, there was still a bubble around the Bard Class Assignment Station – almost as if people were avoiding it like they would a plague victim.  Seeing Finley leaning up against the counter with a sleepy and bored look on his face, she approached the booth with an excited smile on her face.  The smile fell away as she tried to say “hi” – she didn’t have a voice anymore.  Panicked, she looked for the PVS and found the icon still in the corner of her vision.  Quickly pulling it up, she selected her custom voice and tested it out, “Hello, Finley!” 
 
    Somehow, he heard her over the hubbub of the crowd and a smile erupted on his face.  “You’re like the sun shining down on these old, cold bones of mine, warming me with your presence.  What brings you back here, Sunshine?” 
 
    Laughing at his nickname for her, Cadence told him, “I missed you, my friend.  I had to leave abruptly before, but I’ve got more time to talk to you today!”  Finley looked happy at this statement, probably because he doesn’t have much to do, despite the surging sea of players around his little booth.  She sat down with him behind the counter, allowing it to drown out at least a little bit of the noise as they talked.  She asked him more about Bards, how exactly they worked, what kind of instruments they played, and what purpose they played in battle.  She wasn’t exactly looking to go out and fight, but she wanted to be prepared in case she ever got caught up in one.  She just let him talk – he was an exceptional conversationalist.  It wasn’t a surprise since he was a citizen Bard, he was likely born to entertain his audience. 
 
    He reluctantly informed her of some other reasons the outworlders didn’t want to become Bards.  They had no damage-dealing songs, couldn’t use weapons, could heal but weren’t as good as a Priest, and their support songs were initially good but couldn’t compare to what a specialized Mage would have at higher levels.  On the flip-side, Bards were highly sought-after for raiding at higher levels – their group-based songs were able to affect the entire group, saving power for other classes who could use it to attack.  At least, they were sought-after if they were human or an elf.  He hadn’t heard of any dwarven Bards lasting past the tenth level, as they would usually “disappear” from the world before progressing any more due to their difficulty in leveling. 
 
    She didn’t care about any of that – she just loved music.  She initially learned at a young age how to play the guitar and learned how to play as many instruments as possible after that.  Strangely, though, her inability to speak hindered her playing any in the woodwind or brass family – something about using her mouth to blow air caused everything to sound off.  That didn’t stop her from playing everything else she could get her hands on: piano, drums, violin, and every other type of stringed or percussion instrument was fair game.  If she hadn’t played it before, she was able to learn and understand how to play within minutes of picking it up. 
 
    They talked about different forms of music, music theory, singing techniques, and things about music she wouldn’t have thought someone from this “fantasy” world would know about.  They sat there talking for hours, enduring the confused glances of the players close enough to see them, until Cadence finally made up her mind.  Stopping Finley after he started going on about a performance he had put on for the King and Queen of Rubblefall, she announced, “Ok, I’ve made up my mind – I want to be a Bard.” 
 
    He was shocked, looking around like he didn’t believe what she just said or that she was playing a joke on him.  She told him that it wasn’t a joke, that she loved music so much that she didn’t care what other outworlders said.  This was the perfect class for her – she wouldn’t be happy with anything else.  Finally believing her, he momentarily looked flustered as he apparently forgot what he was supposed to do now.  Smacking his open hand against his forehead, he seemed to remember, “Here you go, this is your starter equipment pack, list of approved starter songs, and your first quest – to party with at least two other outworlders and kill one monster.  An easy quest, but it also means you’ll have to learn how to fight as part of a team.  Which may be hard based on what you’ve told me of your opinions of said outworlders, but you don’t have to do any quests unless you want to.  In just a moment, you’ll see a something that will allow you to distribute your starting attribute points and pick your Bardic Trait.  Congratulations on joining the Dwarven Bard Association, I think you’ll make a worthy addition to the group.”  Finley clapped for her after this, to the surprise and shock of the players nearby.  Ignoring them, she shook his hand and thanked him for the opportunity to do something she’d always wanted to do. 
 
    As soon as she let go of his hand, she was overloaded with information. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    There was so much in front of her face that she needed to step back and look at it all one thing at a time.  She looked at the biggest window first: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Character Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Cadence 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Dwarf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class 
  
      	  Bard 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  1 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP 
  
      	  150/150 
  
      	  MP 
  
      	  100/100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience 
  
      	  0/100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attribute Allocation (Remaining Points: 5) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attribute 
  
      	  Base Value 
  
      	  Racial Modifier 
  
      	  Starting Value 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  x2 
  
      	  20 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vitality 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  x1.5 
  
      	  15 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dexterity 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  x0.9 
  
      	  9 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intellect 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  x1 
  
      	  10 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Charisma 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  x0.5 
  
      	  5 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She kind of understood the top portion, but she wasn’t sure what all these attributes were.  She tapped each of them to see if the system would provide an explanation. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Strength: Affects how much your character can carry in their inventory as well as damage with weapons.  Dwarves receive a bonus multiplier to their strength due to their inherent racial strength. 
    
  Vitality: Dictates how many hit points (HP) your character has and their base defense.  Dwarves receive a bonus multiplier due to their compact, hardy nature. 
    
  Dexterity: Affects dodge and critical strike chances.  Dwarves receive a penalty due to their small stature. 
    
  Intellect: Dictates how many mana points (MP) your character has and how much damage is done with magical spells and effects.  Dwarves receive neither a bonus or penalty to this attribute. 
    
  Charisma: Affects how NPCs react to your character, influencing personal interactions and business transactions alike.  Also affects the strength, duration, and effectiveness of Bardic songs.  Dwarves receive a penalty due to their historic xenophobic disposition. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, now I can see why players don’t want to be a Bard if they will only be half as powerful as an elf or human.  Now having a basic understanding of how this all worked, she added her (5) attribute points to Charisma, since that was what Bards needed to effectively use their songs.  She saw the total starting value increase to 8 after she was done and thought, at least they round up here.  She closed out that window and moved onto the next. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Dwarf Race Traits 
  
     
 
      
      	  +25% Base Defense 
  +1 to starting Axe Skill 
  +1 to starting Small Weapons Skill 
  +15% Earth-based attacks and defense 
  +1 to starting Inventing Skills 
  +20% faster increase in Mining & Blacksmithing Skills 
  Low-light Vision 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Nothing to really pick there – it looks like all dwarves start with those traits.  She closed that window and looked at the next. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Bardic Traits (Choose One) 
  
     
 
      
      	  +10% to Strength-based song modifiers 
  +10% to song duration when using drums 
  +15% increase to HP regeneration songs 
  (more) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Cadence touched the (more) option and a giant list of traits unfolded in front of her eyes.  She spent at least 15 minutes looking at all the options, not finding anything that matched her personality.  Finally, at the bottom of the list, she found something called Monster Apathy.  She selected it to gain some more information. 
 
    
    
      
      	  +50% to Monster Apathy 
  
     
 
      
      	  This trait projects an aura of apathy that affects the surrounding area, causing monsters in the vicinity to be less likely to initiate an attack on the Bard or their party.  Will not affect boss monsters or sentient creatures of the opposite faction.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    This could work – I would love to be able to travel without worrying about being attacked around every corner.  Selecting the +50% to Monster Apathy option, she confirmed it when the game asked her if it was her final choice, warning her that it could not be changed in the future.  As she closed out this last window, she was relieved that the barrage of information was at an end.  Just as she was about to talk to Finley about the list of starting songs he gave her, another window surprised her when it suddenly popped up. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have unlocked a hidden (secret) trait based upon your gameplay thus far! 
  This trait is only achievable before your class is chosen and by fulfilling a specific number of citizen quests. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Friend of the People 
  
     
 
      
      	  Increases your reputation level with all citizens by 1, regardless of your Charisma score. 
  Eliminates the dwarven racial penalty associated with Charisma. 
  In addition, all previous and future citizen quests will now provide experience. 
  Current number of players with this trait: 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Congratulations! 
  
     
 
      
      	  Since you are the first to achieve this trait, your reputation level with all citizens will now be increased by 2. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Cadence stood there, staring at the window in front of her.  I wasn’t expecting that.  I guess the game is rewarding me for talking to the citizens of Rubblefall!  I was just doing what I thought was right – I didn’t plan on getting a reward.  And it also looks like the Charisma penalty has been eliminated, which should help a lot.  I’m still not sure how much fighting I’ll be doing, but at least I might be on equal footing now. 
 
    Curious about what the reputation levels were, she touched those words and another window popped up. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Reputation Levels 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hated 
  
      	  Individuals who have Hated reputations will attack you on sight. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Disliked 
  
      	  Those who have Disliked reputations will attack if prompted and a few may reluctantly interact with you, usually charging massive markups in business transactions. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unfriendly 
  
      	  Unfriendly people will treat you with distrust, raising prices slightly in business transactions and will rarely go out-of-the-way for you. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Neutral 
  
      	  Neutral parties neither like or dislike you. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Friendly 
  
      	  Friendly people will treat you with courtesy, occasionally bettering their prices during business transactions and offering friendly advice. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Liked 
  
      	  Those who have a Liked reputation will usually trust you and even help with certain things.  Rarely offers unique quests but will frequently offer better prices in business transactions. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Loved 
  
      	  Individuals who have Loved reputations give excellent prices during business transactions, will occasionally give gifts, and will be more likely to offer harder, but more rewarding, unique quests. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    So that was what it meant when I saw <Friendly> and <Liked> next to the citizens’ names.  And if I’m reading this unique trait right, if they are already Friendly toward me they will bump up to Loved.  I hope that means they will be more willing to let me help them!  She still had the quest from Maribeel to help the citizens of Rubblefall and there were still a lot that she hadn’t even seen yet, let alone helped. 
 
    Pleased with this development, she closed these windows and as she again turned to Finley, she was suddenly engulfed in a golden light so bright that she was blinded momentarily.  She thought she was somehow being attacked, but the feeling that came with the light was one of pleasure, satisfaction, and completeness – not pain.  It was the same feeling she got when she had finished something difficult, like when she wanted to see if she could run 10 miles at one stretch, or when she had finished her final paper for her AP English class.  It was all that bundled up in one feeling – plus getting a massage afterword.  The intense feeling of pleasure wasn’t sexual, it was more like getting an intense rubdown while sitting in a hot tub, eating a delicious cheeseburger and cookies-n-crème milkshake. 
 
    Level Up!  You are currently now level 2!  You now have 5 unspent attribute points to assign. 
 
    Level Up!  You are currently now level 3!  You now have 10 unspent attribute points to assign. 
 
    Level Up!  You are currently now level 4!  You now have 15 unspent attribute points to assign. 
 
    Level Up!  You are currently now level 5!  You now have 20 unspent attribute points to assign. 
 
    As the light and feelings slowly faded from around Cadence, she saw these notifications along the bottom left side of her vision.  That’s right, the trait said that I would receive experience from previous and future citizen quests.  I guess all the quests I did before coming here were worth a bit of experience.  As she pulled her attention away from these level up notifications, she realized that it was a lot quieter than it was just a couple of seconds ago.  When she looked around, she saw a sea of players turned in her direction with surprised and questioning looks on their faces.  They were quietly staring at her, until a Warrior at the front of the pack started asking questions, “Hey, how did you do that?  You leveled up from 1 to 5 without doing anything!  Is there a glitch we don’t know about?  Hey, where are you going?” 
 
    As she heard the first words come out of his mouth, Cadence started running, dodging through the crowd and making her way toward the entrance.  The one thing she didn’t want to do when starting this game was call attention to herself – that was why she chose an unassuming dwarf character.  She had to get out and hide until the hubbub died away, otherwise she might be bombarded with players who would want to know her secret.  It wasn’t really a secret, but she didn’t want the power-hungry players who treated the citizens poorly to abuse them for experience.  While she could envision a few of the players treating the citizens better when they knew the truth, she could also see many them getting impatient with them and demanding quests and experience for free.  That was something she wanted to avoid at all costs. 
 
    She could hear a small group of players behind her shouting “Stop!” and “Someone stop her!”, but there were so many people assembled in the building it was easy to avoid notice and blend in with the crowd.  Making it to the exit, she slipped out before she could get caught by her pursuers, running up the street toward the marketplace.  She spotted Cholwe stationed in his usual spot and ran toward him. 
 
    “What’s wrong, little miss?  Why are you running?” he asked as she skid to a stop. 
 
    “There are a bunch of…outworlders chasing me, thinking I have some answers that I don’t have.  I need to get away before they catch me!”  She started running off, but Cholwe quickly told her that he would stop them. 
 
    “No!  I don’t want them to hurt you!  You don’t have to get involved – I think I can outrun them and hide,” she pleaded with him, not wanting him to get hurt on her account. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m a lot more powerful than I look.  All the guards in Rubblefall are the best of the best – we have to be, if the forces of the dark were ever to invade.  Besides, if they attack me, we will have every guard in the vicinity here within a couple of seconds.  If we are forced to kill them, we will, but at the very least they will be exiled from Rubblefall, never to be allowed to return.” 
 
    “Ok, but I’m still going to run and hide until they give up looking for me.  Thank you for your help – try not to get hurt.”  Cadence ran past him, making it to the end of the block before turning back to watch around the corner of a building.  She saw a group of about 20 players stopped by the guard, yelling at him to get out of the way.  He just stood there, holding his ground and it almost looked as if he was daring them to attack.  Finally fed up with his delaying tactics, a Mage toward the back of the group tossed a flaming ball from his hands toward the guard, impacting him on the chest. 
 
    The riled-up mob of players froze as they realized what they just did.  Cadence looked at Cholwe to see if he was hurt, noticing a small red bar over his head that had just the tiniest sliver missing from the end.  Hopefully that means he’s not that injured.  She also noticed that his name now said, Cholwe <Loved> -- it looks like my new trait has already taken effect.  As if this was the match that lit the fire, the other players charged ahead and attacked her friend – but to little effect.  Acting completely defensively, he was hit multiple times but his red health bar barely flickered.  He must be really strong to be able to take a beating like that without getting hurt – either that, or these players aren’t very powerful yet. 
 
    Within seconds of the battle commencing, additional guards streamed in from side streets, immediately surrounding the players.  The guards shouted for the players to stop, but they either didn’t hear them or didn’t care to – either way, it was too late for them.  Cholwe, as well as the other guards started attacking full out, cutting down the players like a scythe through a wheat field.  In mere moments, the players were sprawled out on the ground, open wounds profusely leaking blood.  As Cadence watched with undisguised horror, the dark-red blood pooled in a small pond.  By happenstance, it converged underneath a still-alive player that was face-down on the street; as she watched, he slowly choked and drowned on the blood of his fellow players. 
 
    Turning away from the scene, she ended up painting the wall of the building she was leaning on with the contents of her stomach.  As she recovered from the violent horizontal explosion of food and stomach acid, she was able to identify the bread and soup she had received as a gift the other day when she helped a cook bring out his trash to the bin.   
 
    This is a more violent world than I had thought.  I don’t ever want to see anything like that again.  As it is, that will probably haunt my nightmares for weeks.  Cadence started running again, wanting to get as far away from the scene of the massacre as possible.  When she was halfway across the city and figured she was safe from any additional players looking for her, she ducked into a side street and logged out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    After being checked out by the nurses and doctors when she logged out, she found that she had only spent about an hour real-world time inside the game.  Cadence felt as though it had been much longer, based upon how much had happened to her during that time.  The nurse who took off her helmet asked if she was ok, having only spent a small amount of time playing.  She put on a brave face and smiled, giving her the impression that everything was ok. 
 
    Inwardly, Cadence was conflicted.  I love being able to talk and helping the citizens of Rubblefall.  I’m also looking forward to trying to sing – something I’ve always dreamed about since I was little.  On the other hand, I really don’t like the psychotic, power-hungry, and single-mindedness of the players I’ve seen.  When you add in the extreme violence and blood, it might be more than I can handle right now. 
 
    She realized she wasn’t tired yet, having only woken up over an hour ago, but she did notice that she didn’t itch anymore.  Figuring that they had adjusted her pain medication, she was happy that she wasn’t going to crazy from that – but she might go crazy from boredom now.  Visiting another world full of blood, violence, and danger might not be good for her gentle disposition, but it sure did occupy her mind.  As she lay there, contemplating calling the nurse again to put the helmet back on, Jill walked through her doorway. 
 
    Cadence was excited to see her, wishing she could both yell at her for forcefully throwing her into that other world and thank her for the same.  She settled on thanking her with smiles and mouthed words, expressing her gratitude for her best friend.  When she attempted to find out if Jill would play with her, by pointing her head at the helmet and indicating her friend at the same time, she found that she could still communicate with her as well as she used to. 
 
    “You want me to play with you?  I wish I could, but as I told you before, those helmets are expensive.  I got lucky when I found that one in the pawn shop, but even that used up all my savings.  Coupled with the monthly fee, I don’t see any way in the future for that to happen.  I hope you are enjoying it, however.  I’ve been busy with school and periodically helping the police with any leads they have on your case.  Unfortunately, it’s not going well – we haven’t had anything positive in the last couple of days.  We did find out what happened in your classroom that first day – I don’t blame you for wanting to run away.  Professor Findle stopped by the other day to apologize for her behavior, but you were asleep at the time and she had to get back to class.  I told her not to bother coming back because I know you, and I know you wouldn’t want to see her again if you could help it.  We just can’t find out what happened after you left the campus.  As soon as you can communicate again, we’ll get this motherfucker that did this to you!” 
 
    Jill continued to talk for another hour before she had to leave for another class.  Before she left, she put the helmet back onto Cadence, wishing her a good time and promising to visit as much as she could.   As the blackness enfolded her again with its soft embrace, she thought, I wish I could tell her how much she means to me and how appreciative I am of what she does.  I can’t wait until I can use my fingers again – there is so much I want to tell her! 
 
      
 
    *          *          * 
 
      
 
    She found herself back in the side street she had logged out from earlier that day.  Making her way out the main street, she looked around and relaxed when she didn’t see any players searching for her.  She contemplated what to do now – she wanted to continue helping the citizens all around her, but she didn’t want to be recognized by other players.  She needed a disguise or even a change of clothing, but she didn’t have any money.  Or, at least, she didn’t think so.  She thought about visiting Finley to see if her had any advice but stopped when she considered the implications of going back to the “scene of the crime”.  However, as she was thinking about him, she recalled that he had given her some sort of “starter equipment pack”. 
 
    Thinking “Menu”, she remembered seeing some sort of equipment option when she was initially trying to figure out how to logout.  She saw it just under a flashing “Character Status” option – she would check that in just a moment.  Selecting “Equipment Menu”, two windows opened up, replacing the main menu.  On the left-side window, she saw a representation of herself, standing still with a vacant expression on her face.  It was wearing exactly what she had on when she started the game: a threadbare tan robe and a pair of cheap sandals.  It didn’t look flattering at all, but Cadence supposed that was the whole point – it made the players want to obtain better clothes and armor to stand out from the crowd. 
 
    She wanted the opposite – she wanted to blend in with the crowd, but she also didn’t want to look out of place either.  If she continued wearing these starter rags as she made her way through the city, people might question why she hadn’t changed her clothes yet – which would inevitably lead to other questions she didn’t want to answer.   
 
    Along with her representation, she saw boxes located around different areas of her body.  Most were empty, but one near her chest had a small icon showing her tan robe and another one near her feet held some sandals.  She touched the robe icon and immediately she felt a chill.  Looking down, she found that she was naked – she wasn’t even wearing underwear!  Hastily touching the box again, she saw another small box next to it with two options.  She saw her robe again but underneath she saw a clean, light-brown cloth button-up shirt that looked fitted and comfortable.  It had a few ruffles along the sleeve and low-cut V-neck top, with laces that could bring it together if she chose to.  Quickly selecting that, she was relieved to find herself automatically covered up, bare breasts conveniently supported by clever stitching and wires built right into the top.   
 
    Smiling, she looked at her representation in the window and sucked in her breath as she saw that she was still naked from the waist down – except for her sandals of course.  Finding the appropriate box next to her legs, she found a pair of dark-green cloth pants with frilly lace on the bottom cuffs and tight laces up the sides.  Selecting this, she was amazed at how comfortable they were, allowing for a large range of movement because the cloth was surprisingly stretchy.  It reminded her a little of her favorite yoga pants back in the real world, minus the hot pink color. 
 
    Exploring farther, she selected her sandals and found a pair of dark-brown, knee-high, lace-up leather boots with a short heel that looked comfortable and rugged enough to travel in.  Putting them on, she reached down and felt the butter-soft leather, running her fingers up and down her calf as she experienced the feel of well-made leatherwork.  After this, she touched the other boxes in her window and found two other items of note. 
 
    For her head, there was a green and brown, medieval bycocket hat with a feather sticking out the back, like the one Robin Hood is frequently depicted as wearing.  She only knew what it was called because Jill had shown her a picture of herself when she was a kid dressed up like Robin Hood for Halloween.  It was pointed in the front with upturned sides near the back, almost resembling a bird’s beak.  She hadn’t seen anyone wearing anything like this around town and suspected it was only for Bards – she passed on it for now as she didn’t want to stand out too much. 
 
    The last thing she found was a lute in a box near her right hand.  Most people wouldn’t have ever played one of these before, but Cadence had seen one in a used instrument store near her hometown.  She had picked it up, fumbled with it for a while, but then quickly figured out how it worked and sounded a couple of minutes later – to the surprise of the salesman behind the counter.  After playing with it for about 10 minutes, she gave it back and continued shopping – not willing to shell out the $300 the shop wanted for it.   
 
    Therefore, she was at least slightly familiar with it, if not this particular design – it looked like a guitar with a bloated belly and a neck bent at a 90-degree angle.  She resolved to practice with it later when she had the time, making sure she knew how to play well enough to get the job done.  She selected the box again and the lute disappeared – that’s convenient, I wouldn’t want to have to lug that around everywhere.  Now, she just needed to learn where all of it went when she wasn’t wearing or holding it. 
 
    Her answer came on the right-side window as she saw what looked like a representation of a drawstring bag that had the word “Inventory” hand-written along the side.  When she selected it, the viewpoint turned so that she was looking down the opening.  Inside, she found a 20x20 grid of boxes that contained various things.  In the first box, she found the copper coins she had received when she was completing all the citizen quests – 246 in all.  It was more than she thought she had received – maybe the “starter equipment pack” had some in it as well.  In the next two boxes, she saw her previous robe and sandals that she started with.  The fourth and fifth boxes held her lute, stretching to fit in multiple boxes because of its size.   
 
    In the lower right-hand corner of the grid, she saw what looked like a rolled-up piece of paper.  Unsure of what it was, she selected it and a roll of what appeared to be parchment appeared in her hand.  She dropped it in surprise, not expecting it, and it disappeared before it hit the ground, only to reappear in her inventory.  She touched it again, ready for it this time, and unrolled it after it appeared.  As she read it over, she discovered that it was the “Approved Song List” that Finley had told her about.  She distinctly remembered that he put particular emphasis on the “approved” part of his statement.  Does that mean there are un-approved songs?  She decided she would practice these before she went looking for trouble. 
 
    She almost laughed as she saw the words for the approved songs.  There were only four, but she suspected there would be more in the future – they probably didn’t give out every song to a level 1 Bard.  Or level 5 in her case.  Either way, the lyrics were so easy and generic they sounded like they were pulled right out of a nursery rhyme.  She looked over the lyrics for a song called “Rabbit’s Run”: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Rabbit’s Run 
  
     
 
      
      	  Speed enhancement for all party members (+1 base to Dexterity) 
  “Being so slow just isn’t funny, 
  Hippity-hoppity, just like a bunny.” 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Ridiculous – I wonder if they made these lyrics so that a normal music “noob” could easily remember them.  At the bottom of each song lyric was a basic chord note that was diagramed so that even a novice could understand it.  The instructions said that you just play that chord over and over, therefore sustaining the song and making the effect last longer than just the lyrics.  The simple beginner C chord that the Rabbit’s Run song required would grate on anyone’s nerves, making them want to run away just like a “bunny”.  Well, it’s what I have to work with – hopefully I’ll find some more songs with better lyrics in the future. 
 
    She looked over the other three songs, noting that they were for attack enhancement, health regeneration, and even one for slowing enemies.  Laughing at their lyrics, she put them away, promising to practice them in the future.  She didn’t want to start singing and playing in the middle of the street, so she needed to find something where the sound didn’t carry. 
 
    Feeling like she was better equipped for the coming day, she walked out into the main street and approached some citizens standing on the corner, looking at wagon with a broken wheel.  Well, back to work I guess. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Instrument Crafting Skill increased!  Skill is now at level 5! 
 
    Experience Earned!   
 
    Level Up!  You are currently now level 11!  You now have 50 unspent attribute points to assign. 
 
    The familiar feeling of pleasure raced through her as she leveled up again.  Cadence smiled as she finished the acoustic guitar she had just learned how to make while helping the owner of the instrument shop she had found.  This latest quest had her gathering materials from throughout the city and bringing them back to Morlin, the instrument-maker here at his shop.  He then taught her a little of his craft, allowing her to make whatever she wanted using her imagination.  She was most experienced with a guitar, so she made one similar to a lute, just with a straight neck and flatter body.  Morlin congratulated her on her design and execution and sent her on her way with her new acquisition.  She placed the new guitar in her inventory and walked out of his shop. 
 
    Despite the work involved in completing each quest, Cadence was having the time of her life talking to the citizens around Rubblefall.  Over the last 96 hours that she had spent in-game, she had helped so many people that she was hard-pressed to find anyone she hadn’t met yet.  Each time she found someone new, she still enjoyed the conversation she had with them.  She had thought that it might get old after a while but being able to actually speak was still so new that she didn’t want to stop.  She loved meeting everyone: small children, old men, and young women alike.  They all had something new to say.  Soon enough, she could recognize most by sight, even without having to see their names above their heads. 
 
    When she would turn the corner onto a new street, she would get a rush like nothing she had ever felt before.  It was like the possibility of finding someone new was an adrenaline shot right to her heart.  Not everyone had a quest for her, but those that did usually involved something more than simple errands.  One quest had her buying ingredients for a meal from a shop, bringing them to a chef that taught her how cook (which she wasn’t very good at in real life), and then delivering food to various guards throughout the city.  She picked up a number of different skills this way, including the Instrument Crafting skill she just gained.  A lot of skills she felt were a little silly and had no use other than for fun, like the Hopscotch skill she gained while playing with some children.  Others, like some of the crafting skills she learned, might be fun to play with in the future.  She brought up her skill menu, which she had found earlier when she was looking for something in her inventory: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skills Menu 
  
     
 
      
      	  Basic Song Mastery (Level 1) 
  Instrumental Performance (Level 1) 
  Inventing (Level 2) 
  Hopscotch (Level 1) 
  Painting (Level 1) 
  Jewelry Crafting (Level 2) 
  
      	  Cooking (Level 4) 
  Bartering (Level 3) 
  Alchemy (Level 1) 
  Instrument Crafting (Level 5) 
  Blacksmithing (Level 1) 
  Mining (Level 1) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She had even more than this on the next page, but she was most happy about the Instrument Crafting skill.  Her main Bard skills – Basic Song Mastery and Instrumental Performance – she hadn’t done anything to earn.  I’m guessing they appeared as soon as I acquired my class.  Since she wasn’t sure what they were, she had selected them earlier to learn more about them. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Basic Song Mastery (Level 1) 
    
  Utilize your skills as a Bard to sing Basic-level Bard songs.  Higher levels increase the effectiveness and magnitude of each song. 
    
  Level 1: 1% increase in effectiveness and magnitude of Basic-level Bard songs 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Instrumental Performance (Level 1) 
    
  Utilize your skills as a Bard to play music to accompany your songs.  Higher levels increase the lingering duration following cessation of playing. 
    
  Level 1: 1% increase in duration 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The descriptions for her skills didn’t tell her how they improved, but from her experiences with some of the crafting skills she figured consistently using her skills would increase their level.  She closed out her menu and continued her quest. 
 
    Cadence had been rather methodical in her journey through Rubblefall.  On that first day after choosing her class, she walked all the way to one side of the city and slowly made her way through each street one after another, talking to citizens and helping wherever she was needed.  When she made it to the marketplace she quickly helped as many people as she could, all the while trying to stay under the player radar.  Fortunately, either they forgot about her or they didn’t care anymore because no one seemed to recognize her. 
 
    Approaching the castle yesterday, she was firmly but politely turned away by the guards outside the gate.  They weren’t rude, but they clearly had an important job to do and didn’t have time to talk.  After being rebuffed, an informational popup had informed her that the castle was off-limits to anyone under level 100.  She thought about mentioning Maribeel, but since she didn’t have a specific problem she didn’t want to bother her. 
 
    By the time she reached the last street in the city, she was excited but also disappointed.  She was excited because she would hopefully finish the quest that Maribeel had assigned her by helping every single citizen in Rubblefall – but she was disappointed that there soon wouldn’t be any new people to talk to and help.  As she approached the last house on the block, and (from what she could tell) the last citizens she hadn’t met yet, she found a young couple in tears sitting just outside their doorway. 
 
    Approaching with care, she asked, “What’s wrong?  Can I help?” 
 
    She sat down with them as she got the entire story.  Croget, the soon-to-be husband of Floret, had dropped their wedding rings down a grate near their house.  This grate emptied into a portion of the sewer running underneath Rubblefall.  He would normally go down to get it, but by curious happenstance the ring had fallen into the nest of a recent infestation of Undead Sewer Rats.  Croget had pleaded with the guards at the castle and around town, but they refused to go into the smelly, stinky sewer for just a trinket. 
 
    Moved by their plight, Cadence promised them she would get the ring back for them, ensuring that they could get happily married.  She had to ask them some other questions first, however. 
 
    “How do I get into the sewer?  Truth be told, I hadn’t even realized there was a sewer below the city since I hadn’t seen any sign of it until now.  Also, do you know how big these rats are?  And how many?” 
 
    Croget had the answers for her, “The entrances are cleverly disguised as empty buildings scattered throughout the city.  The closest one nearest here is just down the street – just look for a number 14 on the outside.  It’s the Number 14 Sewer Access Portal.  I’ll give you the key – just walk inside and press the red button on the far wall and it will automatically teleport you down to the sewer.  These portals are what keep the sewer away from the public, and the few grates around the city allow maintenance workers from the castle to flush the sewers out with fresh water every week without having to physically enter.  As for the rats, they are the size of a normal rat but being undead they are very hard to kill.  I’m not sure how many there are – the last I heard there weren’t more than a dozen of them.” 
 
    Hmm, seems doable.  Hopefully I can take advantage of my Monster Apathy trait and they won’t even bother me.  If they do, I will just have to run away as fast as I can and then try again.  Further promising the upset couple that she would do her best, she took the key from Croget and left them to go find the “Number 14 Sewer Access Portal”.  Around the corner on the next street she found the building she was looking for – a small, plain stone building with no windows that looked more like an outhouse than anything else.  She inserted the key she was given into the lock and unlocked the door. 
 
    As she opened the door, she was greeted with a view of a small room – small enough that it looked like a telephone booth.  On the far wall was a large red button that was about the size of her hand and nothing else.  She walked into the room, preparing to press the button, but then stopped.  Ok, I know I’m new at this game still, but I’d like to think that I’m not stupid.  I need to prepare myself just in case.  She hadn’t really looked at her Character Status since she was in the Adventurer’s Hall, when she had allocated her five initial points.  She figured it was time to use the rest of her points, making sure she was as ready as possible before facing the Undead Rats.  She didn’t care about power as much as the rest of the players in Uniworld, but she would be remiss if she didn’t take advantage of what was given to her. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Character Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Cadence 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Dwarf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class 
  
      	  Bard 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  11 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP 
  
      	  150/150 
  
      	  MP 
  
      	  100/100 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience 
  
      	  1,050/5,600 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attribute Allocation (Remaining Points: 50) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attribute 
  
      	  Current Value 
  
      	  Racial Modifier 
  
      	  Modified Value 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  x2 
  
      	  20 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vitality 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  x1.5 
  
      	  15 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dexterity 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  x0.9 
  
      	  9 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intellect 
  
      	  10 
  
      	  x1 
  
      	  10 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Charisma 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  x1 
  
      	  15 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Cadence excitedly looked at her Charisma as she remembered that her “secret” trait eliminated the penalty for being a dwarf.  She felt it was important for her to continue to bring up her Charisma and improve the effectiveness of her songs, which was possible that she might need to use soon.  But she also looked at her HP, or Hit Points as she had learned, which she worried wouldn’t be enough if she was attacked by a swarm of rats.  Add to that the need to run faster than said rats, and she would need to increase her Dexterity as well. 
 
    After a couple of minutes of consideration, she added most of her points to Charisma and Vitality.  Adding 10 points to Vitality brought her HP up to 300 with the Racial Modifier and her Charisma topped out at 55 with an additional 40 points added to her previous value.  As she confirmed her selections, she felt a strange sensation run through her body from her head to her feet.  It started as a mild tingly feeling, ramped up to an itch that crawled underneath her skin that quickly faded after a couple of seconds, and left her with a general feeling of health.  It was the same feeling she got when she started working out at the gym – at first, she couldn’t last that long before getting weak from the workout.  After a couple of weeks, she was able to do more, lift a little more weight, and generally last longer before her body was wiped out.  This is what she felt like – that difference between just starting out and improving after hard work. 
 
    She had decided against adding any points to her Dexterity, figuring that if she needed to run faster, her “Rabbit’s Run” song would help with that.  Thinking about that, she brought out her list of “Approved Starter Songs” and shut the door to the building, locking her inside.  Fortunately, there was a small light in the center of the ceiling, allowing her to see her list.  She wanted to practice singing since she hadn’t had the privacy to do it yet and was a little nervous.  Speaking out loud for the first time was one thing, but what if I can’t sing?  Although almost everybody back in the real world can talk, there are very few that can really sing – and sound good at the same time. 
 
    Hesitantly, she softly sang out the words to “Rabbit’s Run”, barely loud enough to hear herself.  Expecting some kind of result, she was disappointed when nothing happened.  She figured that she hadn’t sung it loud enough, so she increased her volume until she was singing at a normal speaking voice.  As the words came out of her mouth, Cadence was ecstatic to hear that she had perfect pitch, the tone of her voice was clear, and her phrasing was right on point.  When she finished the short lyrics, an indeterminate number of floating, light-blue, glowing musical notes the size of butterflies appeared and quickly rotated around her body.  It only lasted a couple of seconds, but that was enough to put a giant smile on her face – I did it!  I sang! 
 
    She ran through two more of the songs, “Enlightened Chorus” and “Honey Mire”.  “Enlightened Chorus” was a group HP regeneration song and “Honey Mire” was a song used to slow down her opponents by reducing their Dexterity.  The HP regen song produced some dark-green, slow-moving, glowing musical notes that lasted a couple of seconds.  She didn’t see any result from the “Honey Mire” song, but it was probably because she didn’t have any targets to use it on.   
 
    Before she proceeded into the sewer, she decided to practice her lute-playing skills – both to see how it would work with her songs and because she hadn’t used one in years.  After taking some time to get adjusted to the crooked neck and massive body of the lute, her fingers found the placement needed to play the chords she was going to need to use.  Although playing the lute wasn’t as comfortable as a guitar, it was similar enough that she got comfortable after a couple of minutes.  When she played the basic C chord over and over for the “Rabbit’s Run” song, she found it as annoying as she suspected it would be.  It did, however, make the swirling notes that appeared after she sang stick around until she stopped playing. 
 
    Slightly more confident in her chances of success, Cadence put her lute away using one of the “fast-action” boxes on the right side of her vision that she had discovered earlier when she was playing with her inventory.  She had found that these empty boxes appeared whenever she would open her inventory – deciding to experiment, she placed a single copper coin in one of the boxes and closed out all her menus.  As it turned out, these boxes allowed her to place a representation of an item within them, making it unnecessary to open her menu every single time she wanted to bring something out.  Right now, she only had some musical instruments in them: her lute, the guitar she had just learned how to make, and a set of two small, wood, skin, and twine-wrapped drums she had purchased from the instrument shop.  She wished she could lug around a piano or keyboard of some type, but so far, she hadn’t seen anything of the sort. 
 
    As prepared as she was going to get, she placed her hand against the red button on the wall and pressed hard. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The transition from the small, well-lit building back in the city and the dark, smelly, wet sewer was disorienting.  The teleportation was instantaneous, one moment she was up top and the next she was ankle deep in sewer water.  Stumbling a little from the change, she recovered her balance as she took in her surroundings.  Lit by faint globes of light every 100 feet, Cadence was glad that dwarves had innate low-light vision, otherwise she would’ve had a hard time seeing everything.  On second thought, I don’t really want to know what I’m walking through.   
 
    She found herself in the middle of a large, long, dark tunnel made of smooth rock which was about twice her height.  Looking ahead and behind, she saw a small stream of sewer water traveling down the middle of the “pipe”, which Cadence could see contained disturbing objects floating along.  Jumping out of the middle of the stream of bodily fluids, waste, and even a – hopefully – dead rat, she found herself along the side of the tunnel where the water blessedly didn’t reach.  As she peered around, deciding where to go, she was suddenly hit by the stench of a fully-enclosed sewer. 
 
    It was like the game wanted to give her a chance to recover from the shock of the teleportation and finding herself in sewer water.  She hadn’t initially smelled anything, but now it hit her like a sledgehammer, causing her to hunch over and lose her last meal into the flowing stream of sewage.  Which was disappointing, since she had made it herself as she was learning how to cook.  After emptying the contents of her stomach, she felt a little better.  It still smelled horrible, but she didn’t think she would be trying to throw up every couple of minutes. 
 
    As she straightened up, she was surprised by a popup window: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! 
  You are the first player(s) to discover the hidden (secret) area, Rubblefall Sewers! 
    
  Because of this momentous feat, all your stats have been increased by +5! 
    
  (secret) By braving this area alone, your class’ main stat (Charisma) has been increased by an additional +20! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The same feelings she felt earlier when she placed her attribute points infected her again, just on a larger scale.  After the tingling and itchiness, she felt stronger, healthier, faster, and smarter.  She wasn’t sure what the Charisma stat did to her body, but if anything, she felt more confident.  Again, surprised at what this game had to offer, she was nevertheless thankful for any help she could get on her mission.  Getting back to that, she closed the window and looked down each direction of the tunnel she was standing in.  Noticing a red button on the wall very similar to the one she had pressed moments ago, she determined that this was probably the way back.  She wasn’t the best with directions, but if she appeared down here facing the same way, then taking the tunnel to her left would be the closest direction based on where the sewer grate was located. 
 
    With her destination tentatively set, Cadence walked down the tunnel, taking care to stay out of the water.  She could feel a slight squishiness in her boots as she walked, but it faded as she traveled further.  Thankfully, the height of her boots prevented any of the initial water she appeared in from reaching her pants, keeping her dry for the most part. 
 
    Approaching a four-way intersection of tunnels, she quickly decided on the one heading left and was rewarded by a general feeling that she chose correctly.  I guess the game helps you out when you have a quest to find something lost – that should hopefully make this a little easier.  Still ensuring that she was away from the water, she continued her journey, eventually taking another couple of turns with each one giving her the feeling like she was getting close. 
 
    As she turned at the fourth intersection, she encountered her first monster.  It wasn’t that monstrous, but it was frightening all the same.  Standing still just outside the water, an Undead Sewer Rat <Level 7> was right in front of her path.  It was about the size of a very large normal rat – about a foot and a half from nose to tail and as big around as a loaf of French bread – and had weeping sores all over its body.  This particular one was missing an eye – which looked like it had been chewed out – and both ears had bite marks on them.   
 
    When it didn’t attack her right away, Cadence decided that this was the best chance to test out her Monster Apathy trait.  If it attacked her when she approached, she was confident she could turn around and outrun it back to where she saw the red button on the wall.  Tiptoeing closer, she edged herself past the rat, expecting it turn towards her and attack.  When it didn’t even acknowledge her presence, she felt more confident in her quest when it didn’t even look at her when she was a couple of feet away. 
 
    Sighing softly in relief, Cadence looked farther ahead and saw her destination.  She missed it before because she was solely focused on the rat, but now that she could turn her attention to her quest again, she saw a large room ahead of her.  It was like a crossroads of many different tunnels, about 30 feet in height, about 100 feet in width, and with at least 10 different tunnels from different directions leading into it.  She couldn’t see it all from here, but what she could see was lit from a light from above – which she suspected was the sewer grate Croget had dropped the wedding rings down. 
 
    A large island of various discarded material was piled in the middle of the room, most likely because of it being deliberately or accidentally dropped down the grate.  Surrounding the island was a lake of sewer water that looked deep, as if all the water from the surrounding tunnels collected here before being syphoned off to someplace else.  She could see a couple of small pieces of trash that looked sturdy enough to walk on that would allow her to cross the lake, but she would have to take her time.  The last thing she wanted was to have to swim through the sewage, ruining her clothes – it would take some intense washing just to get the current stink out of them.  She remembered meeting a gaggle of washerwomen the other day in Rubblefall that would probably be able to help with that. 
 
    Looking closely at the piled trash heap of an island, she could vaguely make out a small glowing object right on top.  Hopefully, that’s the wedding ring – I wasn’t looking forward to searching through that disgusting heap of trash and filth.  Of course, between Cadence and the ring, stood the unmoving presence of five different Undead Sewer Rats <Level 7> further down her tunnel.  Fortunately, looking at the trash island, she didn’t see any waiting for her.  Unfortunately, looking past the island, she saw the same number of rats that were currently in her tunnel in all the others. 
 
    Braving the possible attacks again, she slowly and cautiously made her way past the rats on her way to the edge of the tunnel just before the lake of sewage water.  She tried not to bring attention to herself, walking as quietly as possible and staying as far away as she could from each one.  She didn’t have much to worry about, however, as they didn’t even twitch when she passed by. 
 
    Mapping out her route over the lake, she cautiously put her foot on the first sturdy-looking protrusion, finding it firm but squishy all the same.  Placing her other foot on the – I don’t know what it is and I’m pretty sure I don’t want to know – spongy platform, she quickly moved onto the next, stretching her short legs to their limit.  After crossing over four of them, her foot slipped but she caught herself in time, narrowly avoiding a horrendously smelling sewage bath.  A nerve-racking minute later brought her to the island of trash without any more mishaps.  Cadence almost kissed the ground in thanks after the harrowing experience but stopped as she realized where she was. 
 
    Looking up at the top, she saw the glowing object that she had seen from afar.  It was the Wedding Ring!  Scrambling up the trash heap on her hands and knees, she stood up when she reached the top, balancing herself on the jumbled pieces of wood, stone, bone, flesh, and – unfortunately – petrified feces.  Not caring anymore, she was excited to finally complete her quest as she reached down and picked up the simple unadorned gold ring.  Opening her menu, she placed it in one of her empty slots in her inventory and closed out the window with a smile on her face. 
 
    Which then swiftly disappeared as she looked around at the intersecting tunnels to find a sea of small, lifeless, undead eyes staring at her from every direction. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Oh, shit… I’m dead.  Panicked, Cadence quickly looked around, finding no easy way to escape.  The only way back was to either swim through the sewage or try to make her way back over the protrusions – either of which, in her panicked state probably wouldn’t go well.  Thinking fast, she used her “fast-action” button to pull out her lute, seeing the rats start to scurry towards her.  Reaching the edge of the lake, they walked right in, not caring about the filth and smell of the sewage.  Most dropped down to the bottom, not having much in the way of buoyancy, but others scrambled across whatever they could find floating on top of the water. 
 
    Breaking into song, she decided to use “Honey Mire” since it was designed to slow down her enemies, hopefully giving her enough time to escape. 
 
    “Honey is sticky, your steps are slow, 
 
    Stay where you are, and let me go” 
 
    Inwardly thinking how stupid the lyrics were, they nevertheless worked as she started playing the basic A chord on her lute that the song required to prolong the effect.  Surrounding each rat – at least those that she could currently see – was a swarm of mustard-yellow, slow-moving musical notes.  She could see the rats moving quite a bit slower, as if they really were trying to make their way through a wall of honey.  Emboldened by their slow speed, Cadence carefully moved back down to the platforms she had used to cross the sewage lake.  As she put her foot on the first one, she noticed that two of the protrusions near the center of the lake already had multiple rats on them, slowly moving toward her. 
 
    Looks like they had the same idea I did, using these as stepping stones.  Retreating up the pile, she considered swimming despite the effect it would have on her clothes.  She rejected this idea as she thought of all the rats she has seen sink into the water.  She didn’t want to be attacked by a swarm of rats as she tried to swim away – that was definitely not the way she wanted to die.  She continued to play the A chord, watching as the end slowly – but inevitably – came closer to her.  Thinking furiously, she despaired as she saw no way out. 
 
    This can’t be the end – I was just starting to have fun!  It just isn’t fair – they should at least give me a chance to escape!  I hate these stupid rats – I wish I had a weapon or something else to fight back with.  She looked down at the lute she was using to play the A chord and decided to change it up a little.  Quickly swapping the lute out for her guitar, she was able to continue the chord without any interruption to her “Honey Mire” song.  Huh, looks like I can change up the instrument and it will still work.  Emboldened by this discovery, she decided to try something way out in left field. 
 
    Giving up the A chord so that she could have her hands free, she quickly brought up the Personal Voice Selector at the bottom-right corner of her vision.  After choosing the Real-time Voice Selector option, she concentrated on a voice that would reflect her anger and frustration at the events surrounding the citizens of Rubblefall and her current predicament she had gotten herself into while helping them out.  The voice of David Draiman, lead singer of Disturbed came to mind as a singer who expressed these types of emotions using his tone of voice and lyrics.  Adopting the sound of his voice through her memories of listening to one of her favorite singers, she created her own lyrics on-the-fly and accompanied them with harsh chords on her guitar, reflecting that same anger and frustration: 
 
    “Lighting curls around my head, 
 
    Defends me now from these undead” 
 
    Simple lyrics, but with an extra-lengthy belting of last word “undead” – which almost sounded like a scream mixed with a growl – she could feel something happening.  Dropping her guitar, watching it disappear (hopefully back to her inventory), she held her hands out in front of her, watching arcs of electricity play along her fingers.  It didn’t hurt like she expected it would – instead it tickled the skin on the palms of her hands.  As she watched the electricity build and intensify, she instinctively threw out her hands and watched as a bolt of lightning erupted from each hand, targeting an Undead Rat that was just starting to emerge from the water near the island. 
 
    Blinded and deafened from the intense flash of light caused by the results of her song, she crouched down, unsure of what had happened.  She hoped that she had killed at least one of the rats, but she braced herself as she blindly waited for an attack that she couldn’t see.  After a couple of minutes, her vision and hearing cleared enough that she could take in the scene around her. 
 
    Floating on top of the sewage, the now-buoyant rats were spread out in a haphazard circle surrounding the island.  When she looked closer at the one nearest her, she could see burn marks all over their bodies, as well as melted flesh in places.  None of them were moving, prompting Cadence to believe that they were dead.  Or at least dead undead – or whatever.  Moving to the one that had been emerging from the water nearest the island in the middle, she walked up to it and kicked it to make sure it was dead.  As soon as she did, a window appeared above the rat, asking if she would like to loot.  Below that option was one that said, “Loot All?” 
 
    Still in a daze at what happened, she unthinkingly hit Loot All and found herself really tired all of a sudden, like she couldn’t hold herself up any longer.  She sat down, inches from the sewage lake, and realized she didn’t have the strength to get up and move.  Fearing this was a result of the song she cast, she brought up her menu and looked at her character status, wondering if what she had done had permanently affected her stats.  Toward the bottom of the status screen, she saw a box labeled Status Effects.  Inside the box were two effects: Friend of the People (which she knew about) and Over-encumbered. 
 
    She checked her inventory, thinking that she must have picked something up that was too heavy for her.  When it opened, she was shocked to see that in addition to her normal stuff, it was stuffed with groupings of Undead Rat meat, glands, and bones.  Closing out the window, she discovered that the rats she had killed had all disappeared when she wasn’t looking.  I guess that Loot All option really meant loot everything!  She wasn’t sure what she could use all the different parts for, but she figured that the less that she brought back from the sewer the better.  She started taking out handfuls of meat and tossed it into the sewage, watching it sink down to the bottom.  After a minute or so, she had unloaded enough that she felt she could move again.  Not wanting to touch any more than she had to, she left the rest of the stuff in her inventory until she could clean it out later. 
 
    Noticing that she had some notifications, she decided to ignore them until she got out of the sewer and back to the city.  She didn’t want to spend any more time in this place than she had to.  Cautiously making her way back over the protrusions, she quickly ran through the tunnels once she was away from the room with the lake.  Finding the spot where she started, she looked for the big red button on the wall and found it within a couple of seconds of searching.  Pressing it with fervor, she instantly found herself inside the Number 14 Sewer Access Portal building. 
 
    Opening the door from the inside, she stepped out and took a deep breath of fresh air – and then promptly started coughing as she realized she could still smell the stink of the sewer on her.  It was in her clothes, on her skin, and even in her hair.  Hurrying down the street so that she could complete her quest, she found Croget and Floret where she had left them.  They hadn’t moved from the front of their house and they were still softly crying, holding each other.  Cadence retrieved the wedding ring from her inventory as she walked closer, taking care to stay away from the grate in the middle of the street.  As soon as she was close enough, Croget and Floret looked up and saw her holding their missing ring.  Smiles broke out on their faces as she approached, morphing into poorly-disguised nausea as she got close enough to smell. 
 
    “You may want to wash it really well, it was really nasty down there.  I hope you have a wonderful wedding – don’t forget to invite me!”  With that, she walked away to their exclamations of thanks and more crying – this time they were happy tears.  She didn’t want to sicken them with her smell any more than she already had – she was starting to get nauseous the more she smelled herself away from the sewer. 
 
    Cadence quickly raced through the streets, politely refusing to talk to various citizens she passed by on her way to the bathhouse she had visited the other day.  That was where she had met the washerwomen who would wash your clothes as you took a bath.  Making it there in record time, she passed through the doorway and said hello to the proprietor of the bathhouse, Morty.  He got one whiff of her and sent her through to the doorway to the baths, refusing payment for the privilege.  She wasn’t going to argue – she really wanted to get clean. 
 
    While she was vigorously scrubbing herself from hair to toes, two of the washerwomen entered and took her clothes without even asking.  By the time she was done washing the stink of the sewer off her, she found her clothes neatly folded, cleaned, and dried through some sort magical process sitting on the bench near the door.  Even her boots looked clean and shiny, the leather having suffered no long-lasting effects from their sewage treatment. 
 
    After she dried off, dressed, thanked Morty for the bath, offered to pay (which he promptly refused), and then walked back out to the street, she found herself at a loss at what to do.  She had been unceasingly helping citizens for the last few days that she wasn’t sure where to head to next.  Deciding to take a break until she could think about it some more, she logged out for the day – both here and back in the real world, falling asleep almost instantly when she had the helmet removed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Cadence sat in bed, suffering a low level of pain throughout her entire body.  Doctor Hurley had decided to dial down the level of pain medication she was taking.  His explanation, after she had woken up the next morning after her foray down into the sewer, was that it wasn’t good for her health to continue taking the level of pain killers she had been for long periods of time.  She was still taking them, but at a much-reduced amount.  Communicating with the nurse via head nods and silent mouth-shaping, she managed to get sat back up and the helmet was placed back on her head. 
 
    Seconds later, she found herself back on the streets of Rubblefall, blessedly free of pain and able to move without difficulty.  Immediately after logging in, she was bombarded by notification windows on all sides until she almost felt trapped in a semi-transparent box.  Calming herself after being surprised by the onslaught, she started on one that looked the most important. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! 
    
  Because of your assistance in retrieving their Wedding Ring, Croget and Floret have gotten married!  The ceremony was quick, and they regret not being able to invite you, but you were logged out at the time.  Stop by later after their honeymoon and they may have a surprise for you! 
    
  Reward:  Increased reputation with Croget and Floret, Experience 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Disappointed that she was unable to make it to the wedding, she was happy for them nonetheless.  As she closed that window, she felt the familiar rush of leveling up – I guess that gave me a lot of experience.  Moving on to the next window, she saw it had to do with her main quest: talking to and helping the citizens of Rubblefall. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! 
  You have completed a unique secret quest! 
    
  High Practitioner Maribeel chose you to ease the suffering of the citizens of Rubblefall by any means at your disposal.  You talked to every single citizen, went out of your way to help them with whatever they needed, and even fought off a horde of Undead Sewer Rats!  By completing this quest, you have enriched the lives of everyone you came into contact with, briefly or otherwise.  You now enjoy the hidden reputation of Revered in Rubblefall, obtainable only by this and similar quests.  Citizens now treat you like one of their own, unlocking special privileges that only citizens can experience.  Explore the city and discover these benefits! 
    
  Rewards: Increased Reputation to Revered, Experience, Charisma +20 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I did it!  Cadence was happy that she was finally able to complete that quest – it was a lot more involved than she had thought at the beginning.  She was glad that she was able to help so many people, it gave her an enormous sense of accomplishment.  She was curious as to what the Revered reputation was, since it wasn’t on the list of reputation levels that she had seen before.  Hopefully I will find out when I start talking to people again.  Closing out the window, she again saw the glow that signaled her leveling up, although this time it lasted longer and felt stronger than before.  Dismissing it for the moment, she turned to another quest screen that had popped up after she closed the one from High Practitioner Maribeel. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Quest Alert! 
    
  Upon completion of your quest from High Practitioner Maribeel, a new quest has been initiated.  Please see your initial Bard trainer, Finley, for more details. 
    
  Reward: New Quest 
  Consequences of Failure: None 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It will be good to see him, I’ve missed talking to him over the last couple of days.  This was one quest she wouldn’t have any problem doing since she wanted to talk to him about what happened down in the sewer.  It had been on her mind since she woke up that morning – she was trying to wrap her head around what she did and how she did it.  She still didn’t know what to make of it. 
 
    She closed that window and moved the rest – which for the most part were level and skill-up notifications.  It turned out that killing all those rats was worth a lot of experience: four levels worth.  She must have missed the glow and feelings of leveling up while she was blinded and deaf down in the sewer.  The subsequent quests that she had completed had given her another four levels worth of experience, the majority being from the quest from Maribeel.  She was now level 19, and she hadn’t even left the city yet!  Woohoo!! 
 
    After the level-up notifications, she found that she had leveled up her Basic Song Mastery and Instrumental Performance to level 2 during her fight with the rats.  In addition to those, she also gained some unique skills that she had most likely obtained as a result of the last song she sang: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Custom Song Mastery (Level 1) 
    
  Utilizing your extensive knowledge of songwriting, you can create your own songs using strong emotions.  
    
  Level 1: 10% increase in effectiveness and magnitude of Custom songs 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Instrumental Improvisation (Level 1) 
    
  Paired with Custom Song Mastery, you can use your extensive knowledge of instruments to use whatever instrument you choose to accompany each song.  Keep in mind that certain instruments may change the effectiveness and magnitude of your custom songs. 
    
  Level 1: 10% increase in duration of Custom songs 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She read through all the skill-up notifications and there was one last window that remained.   
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! 
  You have unlocked a unique secret class! 
    
  Song Maiden (level 1) 
    
  Through the use of voice manipulation, improvisation, and music theory combined with your inherent dwarf Inventing skill, you have evolved into a class that suits you – and you alone.  As a Song Maiden, you portray your emotions through song, allowing you to affect a wider variety of elements found in nature.  Although you will still have access to basic Bard songs, your strength lies in forging your own – to the benefit of your allies and the detriment of your enemies! 
    
  Because of your class change, your level has been reset back to level 1.  Any attribute points earned from your previous levels as a Bard are eliminated, but any bonus points earned through quests will remain.  You may reallocate your initial 5 starting points any way you choose. 
    
  You may also choose to hide your class from the name shown to the world, instead showing <Bard> to all players.  A new option to this effect is now available in your main menu. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Cadence just stood there in the middle of the street, mouth agape as she stared at the notification.  I can’t take all these changes!  I’m level 1 now!  How is that fair?  She closed the window, frustrated beyond all belief.  After doing all those quests, she had nothing to show for it!  Grumbling under her breath, she tried to focus on what was important.  Using a meditation technique that she had learned from her yoga teacher, she leaned up against wall of the nearest building and closed her eyes. 
 
    Taking deep breath, she worked on regulating her breathing until she felt a whole lot calmer.  It was only then that she started thinking about what had happened.  So what if I’m level 1 now?  I’m not here to play the game to get stronger and more powerful – I’m here to help the citizens of Uniworld experience better lives and teach them that not all players are power-hungry zealots.  I guess my ultimate goal would be showing that the citizens would be better served working with the players instead of for them.  Will having a higher level help me achieve this?  Possibly.  In the future.  But right now, it’s more important to me being able to help who I can, when I can.  This might be a blessing in disguise – I fear that I was starting to become more focused on how much experience I was getting opposed to ensuring that I was doing everything I could to help. 
 
    Feeling better about the situation after thinking it through, she opened her eyes and pulled up her menu.  After finding the option to hide her class, she activated it as quickly as she could.  She figured that it would cause some problems if someone saw her with a different class, especially after not seeing anything other than the basic classes while she was in the Adventurer’s Hall.  That didn’t necessarily mean there weren’t any at all throughout Uniworld, but she didn’t want to stick out any more than being a dwarven Bard already would. 
 
    Before closing out the main menu, she brought up her Character Status screen and allocated her five starting points into Charisma.  After watching it bring her Charisma total up to 60, she was momentarily confused why it was so high compared to her other stats.  Then she remembered that she had received bonuses to her Charisma on two separate occasions, adding an additional 45 to her starting total of 15.  She closed out all her menus and started walking in the direction of the Adventurer’s Hall. 
 
    Passing by numerous citizens on the way, they all looked toward her with deference in their gazes, most likely because of her <Revered> status with them.  As she neared the marketplace, she was stopped by Myrchek, the owner of “Rubblefall Tailors”.  It was a clothing shop, which Cadence had checked out when she had visited before and she thought he had some nice things on display.  There wasn’t anything that jumped out and said, “Buy Me”, but she also wasn’t really interested in shopping.   
 
    Encouraging her into the store with some vague entreaties, she walked into the store and was surprised when there weren’t any other players inside.  From her experience, there was always a least a couple of Priests or Mages looking for some better vestments or robes.  It was so unusual not to see anyone that she was intrigued at what Myrchek had brought her here for. 
 
    “Greetings, Cadence!  It is so good to see you, thank you for gracing us with your presence in my humble establishment.  I’m sorry for the vagueness, I just needed you inside my shop because I wanted to show you something.  Follow me, it’s in the back,” he said and then headed for a doorway she hadn’t ever seen before.  I wonder if this is one of those special privileges that comes with being Revered? 
 
    She had her answer when she walked through the mystery door after Myrchek.  Somehow, he had stuck a warehouse four times the size of his shop inside the room she walked into.  Cadence was convinced she hadn’t seen anything approaching the size of this room from the outside – must be magic or something.  As she followed Myrchek further inside, he turned to her and said, “Feel free to look around, this is my entire stock.” 
 
    After freezing in place – still shocked at the size of the room – she started moving when he told her to look around.  She loved shopping, and this was as close to a perfect clothing store as she had ever seen before.  Not only were there things that she expected to see – Mage robes, Priest vestments, general tunics and shirts, basic pants and skirts – but there were things along the many racks of clothing that she hadn’t seen outside of the real world.  Fashionable tops, short mini-skirts, cargo shorts, turtlenecks, trench coats, baseball hats, boxer shorts, bras and panties, socks – even some ugly Christmas sweaters.  Speechless, she turned to Myrchek with a question on the tip of her tongue that just wouldn’t come out. 
 
    Identifying her expression correctly, he answered her unspoken question, “Where did all of this come from?  I don’t actually know, but I can guess.  When the gods created this world, they left behind a massive number of objects that were decreed unacceptable or unnecessary.  In this room, and others like it, they accumulate and are never seen by outworlders – until now.  You’ve proven to the citizens here in Rubblefall that you can be trusted, and you care for us like you would good friends or family.  We would like to extend the same favor – these storage rooms are only accessible by the citizens of Uniworld and anyone we deem worthy.  On occasion another citizen will visit here, looking at all the strange clothing from what we assume is another world, but they don’t take anything since we don’t really have a use for it.  You can take what you want – I don’t charge for anything since I can’t actually sell it.” 
 
    Cadence was so happy she ran up to Myrchek and picked him up, twirling him in a circle as she thanked him over and over.  A clothing store where I don’t have to pay for anything?  It’s like being allowed into the mall and told to shop for whatever I wanted – for free!  After placing him back down on the ground, she raced over to the nearest racks, pulling out shirts, pants, and skirts that she thought would look good on her.  She was like a kid in a candy store – there were so many options she didn’t know where to start.  After an hour she had accumulated a giant pile of clothes that she wanted to take with her and as she turned to another rack, she stopped cold when she saw Myrchek enjoying her shopping enthusiasm. 
 
    What am I doing?  Why do I need all these clothes?  I can’t even wear them outside this room without drawing all sorts of the wrong attention.  Although that shirt would look gorgeous on— wait, I need to think about the big picture here.  What here would help me with my quests?  What do I actually need? 
 
    As she pondered these questions, the pile of clothes she had accumulated disappeared and returned to the racks – they apparently realized she wasn’t still interested in them.  With a more focused eye, she turned back to the racks and tried to look for something that would help her but wouldn’t stand out.  After another half hour of diligently searching, she found nothing that wouldn’t mark her as something unusual – a modern cotton shirt, a pair of skinny jeans, or a pair of running shoes would be too obvious that they didn’t belong.  In the end – to her own inner fashion bug’s disappointment – she only ended up getting one thing.  Truth be told, it was multiple pairs of one thing – panties.  She hadn’t ever felt comfortable going commando and although it wasn’t uncomfortable in-game, it still bothered her.  Having a nice pair of no-show cotton panties allowed her to feel more comfortable, safe, and secure. 
 
    When she showed Myrchek her selections, he laughed and said, “That’s a very economical, intelligent choice.  If you had chosen the giant pile you had started with, you’d have to find a way to carry it all around and your bag can only fit so much.” 
 
    When he said that, it reminded Cadence that her bag was full of disgusting Undead Rat meat, glands, and bones.  “Myrchek, do you know if anyone will buy this stuff?” she asked, as she displayed a sample of each to him.   
 
    “Sure, they are primarily used in alchemical recipes – they buy them at the both the General Goods store and at the “Alchemy Den” run by Thobur.  Since he’s a good friend of mine, I’ll buy them off you and trade it to him later for something I’ve had my eye on for a while,” he told her. 
 
    Glad she was able to dispose of the smelly rat remains, she hurriedly removed them from her inventory and dropped them on a nearby table, allowing Myrchek to check out her merchandise.  As she created the pile of body parts, his mouth opened in a moue of surprise and as she finished he asked, “Wow!  Where did you get all of that?”  She told him about her experience down in the sewer and he seemed impressed.  “I’ve never heard of anyone going down there before, this is the first I’ve heard of monsters being so close to us.  I’ll have to keep that in mind if Thobur asks where all of this came from.” 
 
    He then proceeded to pay her for the remains, which was a whole lot more than Cadence was expecting.  She knew he wouldn’t try to cheat her, but this almost seemed the opposite.  “Why is all of that worth 42 gold?  It was just some remains from some undead,” she asked. 
 
    “It’s because it’s so rare here – there are very few places within a hundred miles that you’d find this many undead in one place.  Sure, you’ll find plenty near the lands of the dark forces, but its more dangerous to go there.  Usually, only higher level outworlders visit there and they rarely bring back their spoils to Rubblefall, typically unloading closer to the front lines.  I gave you fair market price, plus a little bit more since you’re a good Friend of the People.” 
 
    I guess that makes sense.  Thanking him again for everything, she placed her gold and a big stack of multi-colored panties into her bag, making her way back to the street via his “normal” store.  Amazed that it was still empty, she walked outside and almost ran into a player running inside.  Narrowly avoiding a collision by throwing herself out of the way, she looked back to see him entering a crowded clothing store.  Shaking her head in confusion, she attributed it to just one of the special citizen privileges that they were able to put into effect whenever they wanted. 
 
    After being momentarily sidetracked by the virtual shopping spree, she continued her trek across the city to the Adventurer’s Hall.  She was stopped a couple of times by some of the other merchants, wanting to show her their special goods, but she had to refuse for the time being, promising that she would visit them in the future.  Maybe I’ll know better what I could make use of in the future – it’s all a big unknown to me right now. 
 
    As she spotted the giant Adventurer’s Hall, she remembered the last time she was here – the mob of players chasing her, their confrontation with the guards, and the subsequent horrific slaughter of said players.  Mentally crossing her fingers – silently hoping that nothing like that would happen again – she made her way to the entrance, herself walking inside, while at the same time dodging all the players running past her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    As Cadence looked around, she noticed that the Hall hadn’t changed much since the last time she was in here.  It was still packed with players running here and there, lining up in front of different booths and counters.  Warriors still seemed the biggest pull, which wasn’t a surprise to Cadence, now that she knew a little more about how the different stats in her Character Status worked.  She thought having an increased amount of Strength and Vitality as a dwarf would be beneficial for a fighting character like a Warrior. 
 
    The quest counter was still busy as usual, but her expanded – though still limited – experience pointed out individuals who had better armor and weapons compared to the newer starting players.  They stood together in groups, projecting an aura of power, like small islands of calm in an otherwise chaotic maelstrom of shouting, power-hungry players.  As she stood on the sidelines, just observing for the moment, she saw that they were very diverse groups, consisting of mainly six players with only one of each class represented – all except a bard.  She even saw a couple of humans and elves grouped up with dwarves, but still – no bards.  She guessed she could have expected that, after experiencing firsthand how ineffective a dwarven bard would be if they didn’t have the same advantages that Cadence possessed. 
 
    Keeping her head down, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible, she nevertheless caught more than a few people glance her way and then a do a double take.  Whispered conversations were impossible in the massive Hall, so she could hear the players talking about her as she passed by.  Most of what she heard were comments on her stupidity for choosing a broken class, while others were just curious and just observing her, not unlike looky-loos craning their necks at a car crash. 
 
    Reaching the Bard Class Assignment Station, she saw Finley resting his head on his hand, head slightly cocked to the side with a bored expression on his face as he watched the sea of outworlders avoiding him and his booth.  Her appearance caused some more ripples to form in the undulating sea of players, but it soon calmed down as they saw her approaching the booth.  Finley’s smile emerged from his face like a new chick hatching from its shell – a quick jerk of his mouth followed by a wide smile lighting up his face as he recognized her. 
 
    “Long time, no see, Sunshine!  What do I owe for the pleasure of your company?  Don’t tell me – you want to change your class now that you’ve had a chance to use it for a little bit.  Wait a minute—” he stopped himself as he took better look at her. 
 
    “It’s good to see you too, old friend!  I just came by to see how you are doing – pretty slow still, huh?  Also, I wanted to tell you about what’s been going on over the last week, some interesting stuff let me tell you…”  Cadence grabbed Finley and ducked behind the counter, out of sight and hopefully hearing of the players inhabiting the area.  She then proceeded to tell him about the quests she had completed, her experience creating her own song in the sewers, and the class change to Song Maiden she had received when she had logged in earlier.  Finley just let her talk, expression changing from surprise at her song creation to thoughtful as she finished with the class change.  She didn’t mention her reputation change or the hidden warehouse Myrchek had shown her because she didn’t think it was important. 
 
    “Seems you’ve been busy!  Song Maiden…Song Maiden…that name seems familiar somehow.  Aha!  Now that I think of it, there was a Song Maiden by the name of Helena Songweaver that lived over 500 years ago.  Not much was known about her, but what is known was that she was able to craft her own songs that would affect the world around her, similar to your own experience.  She was only around for a short time before she disappeared in Shadowvale Valley, located in no-man’s land between the lands of the Light and the domain of the Dark.  She had been part of a group that had been hunting a legendary beast, before they all disappeared – never to be heard from again.  If you want to learn more about your new class and abilities, that would be the place to start.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Quest! 
    
  Discover more about your class and abilities by following in the footsteps of the fabled Song Maiden, Helena Songweaver.  Travel to Shadowvale Valley and search for clues regarding her groups’ disappearance. 
    
  Reward: Class Knowledge and Abilities, Experience 
  Consequences of Failure: None 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Shadowvale Valley is a long way from here, through some very dangerous terrain.  Even with your powerful abilities, you’ll never make it alone.  As much as you detest the attitude of other outworlders, you will need to find help to make it there safely.  And it’s not a quick jaunt down the street – it’s weeks’ worth of traveling just to reach your destination.  Which is just a quick estimation if you don’t have to stop and fight your way through hostile monsters every step of the way; otherwise, it could be months’ worth of traveling. 
 
    “You need to become more powerful, as the obstacles impeding your progress will only get harder the farther from Rubblefall you travel: deadly monsters, difficult dungeons, and not to mention the presence of loyal Dark faction members the closer you get to the front line.  The only way you will do this without killing yourself is if you have someone – or better yet, multiple people – watching your back.  The only advice I can give you is to conceal your abilities as long as you are able to, otherwise you may have to answer some questions that I can tell you’d rather not,” he advised her. 
 
    Cadence really wasn’t looking forward to grouping up with other players, but she could see the wisdom in his advice.  She was sure that it wasn’t always going to be some level 7 Undead Sewer Rats out there – most likely something even worse.  She also agreed with him about concealing her abilities; she didn’t need the attention revealing what she could do would bring.  She still had access to all the Bard starter songs, so she would use them as long as she was able. 
 
    “How do I find a group of outworlders to join?  Do I just stand in the middle of the Adventurer’s Hall, shouting out that I’d like to group up with others?” Cadence asked. 
 
    Finley did that freaky game-answering thing where something took him over, responding to her question with an instructional monotone, “To join a party, open up your menu by thinking, ‘Menu’, and select the ‘Looking For Group’ option.  An additional option menu will open, allowing you to filter through different parties based on location, levels, shared quests, potential hunting areas, and what classes they are looking for.  To create your own party, select the ‘Create Party’ option.  You can then customize the party based upon what you are looking for in potential party members.” 
 
    Thanking him for his help – to his momentary confusion – Cadence then sat talking with him for an hour, trying to kill time while putting off the inevitable.  Deciding that she couldn’t put it off any longer, she stood up, said goodbye to Finley, and made her way to an empty spot near the edge of the Hall.  Well, I might as well get this over with – hopefully I can find a group to “party” with fairly easily.  There are so many people here, it should be easy to find someone who can use an extra member. 
 
    She was right in one aspect of it – there were a lot of groups looking for more party members when she opened the “Looking For Group” menu.  Pages and pages of potential parties, many within her own level range.  However, none of them were looking for a Bard, which shouldn’t have been surprising, but it somehow was.  After scrolling through the potential groups, she despaired at ever finding one that would suit her needs.  Most of the ones she saw were looking for a “healer” or “DPS” – whatever that means – and she didn’t think that she would qualify for either of those.  She could heal, but it wouldn’t be as much as a Priest, and since she didn’t know what DPS meant she couldn’t judge on what that was.   
 
    What she did discover was the game had an in-game text system – which made her squeal with joy since she had missed being able to text.  Even though she could talk here, she still liked being able to communicate via the written word since it had been part of her real-world life for so long.  She literally must have sent more than a million texts over her lifetime, since it was the main way she had to communicate with other people. 
 
    She discovered the text system when she selected one of the groups wanting more “DPS”, hoping to gain more information about what they were looking for.  She was surprised when a small box with a curser appeared at the bottom of her vision that looked very similar to texting on her phone.  It had a contact at the top of the box that said, To: Ragnaroq, which, when she looked back at the “LFG” menu, was the leader of the party she had selected.  Looking for a keyboard, she was momentarily confused when she couldn’t find one – but when she looked at the text box she saw, “Now, where is that keyboard?” 
 
    Aha!  It looks like I don’t have to type anything – just think it.  Quickly thinking about deleting what was already written, she then composed a message to Ragnaroq, asking whether a Bard would acceptable for the DPS position.  She received a quick, scathing reply: 
 
    
    
      
      	  From: Ragnaroq 
    
  Idiot!  A bard won’t work for DPS.  It’s the opposite in fact since they can’t do ANY damage. It’s in the name – DAMAGE per second.  And who plays a bard anyway…oh wait, noobs!  Don’t contact me again noob! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I guess I should have expected that from these stupid players – at least now I vaguely know what DPS means.  Dismissing yet another example of player disrespect, she continued looking at the list, looking for any potential groups that might take her in.  She even contacted a couple of party leaders asking if they would take her as a healer – since she could heal – but they refused her, saying they were waiting for someone better at healing.  At the end of the list, she couldn’t find anyone that was willing to accept her into their group. 
 
    She was almost about to close out the whole thing and brave the journey on her own, when she saw the “Create Party” option at the top of the lists.  What could it hurt?  I might lose a couple of hours but that doesn’t really mean anything to me.  She hit the button and followed the instructions, setting her designated character levels to 1-5 and her needs as every class.  She left blank any quest options and hunting areas, since she didn’t really know of anywhere besides Rubblefall.  Hitting the confirm button on the bottom, she waited to see if anyone would join her party. 
 
    And waited…and waited…and waited.  She browsed through the available groups again while she waited, hoping to find either a new one that would work for her or one that she had missed previously.  After three hours with nothing to show for it, she decided to call it quits and moved her hand toward the “Disband Party” option.  Just as she was about to hit it, she had a text box pop up which startled her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Surprised, it took Cadence a second to realize what had happened.  Someone actually contacted me!  Let’s see what it is. 
 
    
    
      
      	  From: Ragnaroq 
    
  Hey dumbass, no one wants to group with a bard.  It’s like waste of a slot that can better used with a class that can actually do something.  Like, you know, ANY other class would be better.  NOOB! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Dejected, Cadence closed the text box and moved to disband the party again.  An inch away from hitting it, another text box appeared.  Thinking it was more ridicule from that Ragnaroq guy, she went to close it without reading it when she noticed that it was from someone else. 
 
    
    
      
      	  From: Brendare 
    
  Hey there.  Wanted to see if you would join our party.  We’re just a group of 2 Warriors and we’ve been trying to find a healer for hours.  We just need someone who can heal, and I know that Bards can heal a little bit. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Excited – and hoping that it wasn’t a joke – she quickly responded that she would love to join their party but didn’t know how to do that.  Brendare told her that all Cadence needed to do was disband her own party and then she would invite her to the group.  She did that and moments later she got a notification asking her if she wanted to join a party with Brendare.  She promptly accepted. 
 
    Suddenly, two icons appeared along the left side of her vision.  They were detailed representations of the faces of two very attractive-looking female dwarves, with a red and blue bar next to their portraits.  Along with the icons, she gained an awareness inside her head of where the other two party members were located.  It didn’t give exact coordinates, it was more like a vague feeling that told her, “I think Brendare is over that way”.  When she thought about the other party member, she found that she knew her name as well – Wengla.  It was weird instinctually knowing this information, just as she also knew they were both Warriors and Brendare was level 4 and Wengla was level 3. 
 
    Making her way across the Hall, she met the others near the Hall entrance.  Cautiously optimistic, she introduced herself to them in person and received warm greetings in response.  She didn’t get the same vibe she got when she interacted with other players – crazy, power-hungry, and get-out-of-my-way-or-I-will-run-you-over.  They seemed more relaxed and down to Earth, or Uniworld, or whatever the expression was here.  After formally introducing themselves, Brendare told her a little about themselves. 
 
    “Wengla and I are friends in real-life and have been playing this game for a while now.  We used to play as elves but got tired of the guild infighting and player politics – we get enough of that at our day jobs.  We play this game because we like playing for fun, going on quests, and generally leveling-up.  After deleting our old characters, we re-rolled as dwarves because it seemed like fun and a whole lot different than what we were used to.  There was a slight miscommunication between us, however, and we both ended up choosing Warrior for our class.  I’d change mine to something different, but you can only re-roll every three months real-world if you want to switch to something different.  We’re stuck with these characters for the moment.   
 
    “On another note, why did you choose to be a dwarven Bard?  I only briefly partied with one elven Bard before, but they are rare because they are so hard to play.  Our guild had a couple of them, but they were primarily used for high-level raids and we were never high enough level to participate.  I heard that dwarven Bards are handicapped from the start and that no one plays them because of that,” she wound down after that, expecting a response from Cadence. 
 
    Cadence was amused – Brendare reminded her a little of Jill with her long-winded speeches and general talkativeness.  Wengla hadn’t said much after introducing herself, but it seemed Brendare would talk enough for them both.  “I love music, so I decided on this class because the others didn’t really appeal to me.  This is the first game I’ve ever played so I didn’t have a frame a reference to base my choice on.  However, I’ve learned to love this class – it seems to be really versatile.” 
 
    “Well, the more power to you – as long as you can keep us from dying too quickly that’s all I care about.  Right now, I’m searching for more party members, but none of them want to join up unless we have a “real, dedicated healer”.  Shows what they know – we have one right here!  I’m going to stop looking and we can head out to start killing stuff.  Is that alright, Wengla?” she asked the other Warrior. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “She doesn’t talk much – but that’s ok, I talk enough as it is.  Have you even been out of the city yet?  At level 1, it would probably be dangerous, especially since you have no weapons.  Our initial plan is to continue hunting the Mangy Bear Cubs outside the entrance until we have enough pelts to turn in for the repeatable quest.  Do you have it yet?  Here, let me share it with you—ok there, now you should have a window asking if you want to accept this quest.  We just need 15 mangy bear pelts each which will give us a little money and experience from the turn in.  We’ve done this a couple of times already and have managed to level up to 3 and 4 in just two in-game days!  The leveling slows down the higher you advance, so it could take a while even to get to level 10, especially since the experience will be split three ways now. 
 
    “But your healing will allow us to kill them much faster because we won’t have to rest and recover our HP the old-fashioned way – sitting down and waiting for it to naturally regenerate.  Ultimately, this means that we should be able to complete the quest in a fraction of the time it would without your help.  After we level you up a couple of times, we can head further afield and tackle some harder enemies.  Sound good?” 
 
    Cadence wasn’t sure how Brendare managed to multitask as she was talking to her, but she did indeed share a quest that detailed bringing back a stack of 15 mangy bear pelts and turning them into the quest desk in the Adventurer’s Hall.  For the reward it said that she would get 50 copper and some experience, which didn’t sound like a lot compared to what she had received from selling all the Undead Sewer Rat parts.  She supposed it was because these pelts were so common compared to the rarer ingredients that she had sold to Myrchek. 
 
    She told Brendare that she was ready for whatever they wanted to do, and she followed the two Warrior dwarves as they led the way out of the Hall and back into the streets of Rubblefall.  They led the way to the Eastern Gate, which Cadence had visited on her journey throughout the city and talked to all the guards there.  They were much more responsive than the castle guards, which led to her helping a few them with simple quests such as bringing them some lunch and running back to one guards’ house to fetch a pair of chainmail gloves that they had forgotten to bring with them.   
 
    As she followed behind them, she couldn’t help but look closer at her new companions.  Clad entirely in heavy-looking iron chainmail, it was hard to determine exactly what they looked like, but she could see that they were taller and curvier than her own character.  With a bigger bustline to boot.  While Cadence chose to look like someone who wouldn’t stand out in the crowd, Brendare and Wengla were the opposite.  Long blonde hair cascaded down their backs from underneath their rusty iron helmets, while their faces had an ethereal quality to them – as if they had wanted to transplant their former elven characteristics onto these new dwarven bodies.  Full red lips, wide bright-blue eyes, small nose, and glowing skin rounded out an already impressive stature.  They almost looked like twins, except Wengla had a definite difference in length to her face, as if it had been vertically stretched a little more than Brendare. 
 
    When they approached the gates, which were really just some doors that would seal up the tunnel leading to the outside, the gate guards saw her and called out.  They asked how she was doing and if she had spoken to so-and-so lately, to which she enthusiastically replied.  She had a good 5-minute conversation with Captain Grendax, talking about his wife’s recent fascination with frivolous knickknacks that she started collecting.  She cut herself short when she noticed Brendare and Wengla staring at her, promising the Captain that she would visit with him later. 
 
    “What was that all about?  I’ve never seen any guard talk with a player before, other than to tell them a part of the city was ‘off-limits’.  That was the strangest thing I’ve ever seen in-game, and I’ve seen a lot,” Brendare asked her as they walked through the gate and entered the tunnel to the outside.   
 
    “Oh, you know, the citizens just really like talking to Bards.  I walked around the city for a couple of days just talking to them and they are a really friendly people.  You should try it sometime, you might discover you like it,” she tried to play it off like it was nothing. 
 
    “I don’t know about that…but I guess it couldn’t hurt to try when I get bored one day.”  Fortunately, Brendare left it at that and continued leading them forward where Cadence could see light at the end of the tunnel.  When they emerged into the blinding sunlight, it took her about a minute for her eyes to adjust to the extreme brightness of the outside compared to the dim interior they had just left.   
 
    When she could see again, she found that they had exited out the side of a mountain that looked over a small valley thick with green grass and bordered by a foreboding forest full of tall trees.  A pathway led from the entrance of the city and meandered its way north, where a break in the trees allowed it to pass by on its way to somewhere else.  Behind her, she could see that the mountain that had birthed them was part of a long mountain range, spanning hundreds of miles in both directions.  In the near distance, she could see the remains of some ruins to the south, just before the forest line.  In the far distance to the east, she could just barely make out what looked like a dark smudge marring the otherwise perfect summer sky. 
 
    “That’s where the players of the Dark faction start, way over to the east and past the front lines.  I haven’t ever considered playing on that side since once you initially choose your race your account is locked into one side or the other.  So even if I wanted to – which I don’t – I couldn’t play as an undead or something like that.  It’s been my personal experience that only sadistic bastards want to play for the Dark, which sadly seems like it is more popular nowadays.  I was looking at the Uniworld statistics online the other day and they outnumber us by more than 10% already and the gap seems to be widening every month,” Brendare told her as she saw her looking into the distance. 
 
    Along the green grass of the valley, she saw hundreds of small brown shapes slowly moving around and being chased by various players.  Although she could see upwards of 50 players running around, there were easily six times that many small brown shapes scattered around the large valley.  As she looked nearby, she noticed one close enough to identify it as a rather large bear cub.  As she concentrated on it, a name appeared above its head that said Mangy Bear Cub <Level 2>.  I guess that’s what we’re here for – I’m actually a little nervous.  This will be my first real fight – I can’t really count what happened down in the sewer. 
 
    Without preamble, Brendare got them started with a quick, “Alright, let’s go kill!”  Following behind the pair of Warriors at a distance, she couldn’t help but let her excitement push her nervousness down, confident that they could take on the bear without too much trouble.  Bringing out her lute, she thought, here goes nothing!


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Cadence watched as Brendare and Wengla approached the cub and immediately start hacking away at it without much strategy.  Each of them had a large two-bladed axe and they used them like they were chopping wood.  After the initial blows, she could see a red bar appear above the cubs’ head.  Those two hits took more than a third of its bar away, in addition to showing a gratuitous amount of blood from its wounds.  In retaliation, the cub swiped at Brendare, hitting her in the chest and knocking off about 10% of her bar that appeared over her head.  Blood appeared underneath her chainmail, showing how powerful a swipe from a bear could be. 
 
    Disturbed by the presence of so much blood and gore, she froze up as she remembered the agony on the faces of the dead and dying players who had followed her from the Adventurer’s Hall, only to be slaughtered by the guards.  She was barely aware that they had killed the bear and had asked her a question.  All she could concentrate on was the bear’s blood splattered over them both, in addition to the wounds they had taken. 
 
    Cadence broke out of her trance as Brendare snapped her fingers in front of her face, asking her, “Are you alright?  You zoned out for a moment there.  Are you looking at all the blood?  I’m fine, just a flesh wound – that’s why you’re here to heal us up.”  As Cadence couldn’t shake herself out of her stupor enough to answer, Brendare caught on to what was wrong.  “If the blood and gore bothers you, why didn’t you turn it off in your option menu?  It’s simple – just open your menu, select the gameplay options, and turn on the ‘gore’ filter.  That should help.” 
 
    With wooden movements, Cadence did as she suggested and was instantly relieved as she saw all the blood disappear from both Brendare and Wengla.  When she looked at the bear, she found it lying on its side without any visible blood or wounds.  Heaving a giant sigh of relief that was audible to her other party members, she shook herself and thanked Brendare for the help, “Sorry about that, I’m not used to that level of visceral stimulation – too much blood.  I should be better now, thanks!” 
 
    With that squared away, she gripped her lute and started playing the basic E chord associated with the “Enlightened Chorum” song that was meant to heal her party members.  In a clear, but still slightly shaken voice, she sang out the simple lyrics to the song: 
 
    “Divine Light, Divine Light, 
 
    Use your Grace to make us right.” 
 
    Without pause, the red bars atop the Warriors heads filled up instantly as glowing green notes swirled around them, only to fade and disappear moments later.  Surprised – and a little relieved that her old Bard songs still worked – at the amount it healed, she stopped playing the annoying chord since it wasn’t needed anymore. 
 
    “Nice job – that healed quite a bit more than I was expecting.  Those losers back at the Hall don’t know what they passed up with you.  Now that we’re good to go, let’s get back to it!”  Brendare tossed that comment out before turning and running toward the nearest bear.  Wengla followed behind, yelling like a maniac, while Cadence laughed softly to herself.  Despite the brutal slaughtering of these bears, they certainly know how to have fun. 
 
    This time, when they started attacking the bear, there was no evidence of wounds, blood, or gore to distract Cadence from her job.  She started singing the HP regeneration song as soon as she saw them take damage and didn’t bother with her lute.  In fact, after another bear went down with ease, she put it away so that she didn’t have to carry it anymore.  After taking out another dozen bears without a hitch, she asked the axe-wielding duo if she could change it up a little. 
 
    “Do you think I could try another song?  I have one that will increase your Strength – I want to see if it will make any difference,” she asked.  “Sure, we should be fine even without your healing for a couple of battles – just be ready in case we get adds,” Brendare told her.   
 
    Cadence thought about it, but couldn’t ever remember learning what that was, “Sure thing…uh, what’s an add?”   
 
    “I forgot you are new to this stuff.  It’s when an additional monster attacks when you are already attacking another one.  For instance, if we attack this bear right here and that other one over yonder decides he wants to join the party – that one over there would be the add.” 
 
    “Ok, that makes sense – alright, I’m going to sustain this song so that I don’t have to sing it every time you attack.”  Whipping out her lute again, she started playing the B chord necessary for the “Iron Force” song and sang the lyrics, 
 
    “With the strength of a horse, 
 
    Give us all overwhelming force.” 
 
    When the lyrics were complete, she could see deep-red notes jerking up and down as they rotated around each of the party members.  Cadence herself could feel a massive increase in her own strength, which made the lute she was playing feel as though there was nothing there at all.  She could see the astonished faces of the two Warriors as they felt the strength infusing their bodies.  They began swinging their heavy-appearing axes around like they were thin wooden switches, without showing any fatigue from their antics.  Smiling like a homeless person who just won the lottery, she turned toward the nearest bear about 20 feet away and ran up to it. 
 
    Cadence didn’t know how close she had to be to maintain the effect, so she hurried after her while still playing the chord on her lute.  As soon as Brendare stopped in front of the cub, she swung the axe in a horizontal motion, instantly killing it in one shot.  Standing there with her mouth open, she eventually turned to the other two, singling out Cadence, “You increased my damage output by at least 600%, possibly more.  It usually takes the both of us at least three hits to bring these guys down – which still is pretty good – but I one-shotted it.  Do you know what this means?” 
 
    Worried that she would be outed in the first hour, she meekly said, “Uh, no…what does it mean?” 
 
    “RAMPAGE TIME!”  With that, both Brendare and Wengla scattered and started attacking the Mangy Bear Cubs with abandon, taking only enough time to loot them for their pelts before moving on to the next.  Since they were killing each of them in one hit, they didn’t take any damage from them, making Cadences’ job easy but boring.  She just followed behind them, playing the same chord over and over to maintain her “Iron Force” song.  After only 20 minutes of the indiscriminate slaughter of bear cubs, both Warriors had increased their level by one and Cadence leveled up to level 3.  They also had enough pelts for each of them to turn in their quest twice.   
 
    Cadence was worried that they would run out of bears to kill, but Brendare – in a rare break in the action – told her that they “respawned” as soon as they were out of range.  This effectively meant that they were able to cut a swath across the valley and do it again on a return trip.  They all got nasty looks from the other players nearby – not because they were killing them for experience, but because Brendare said, “They think we are really high level and are just wasting time killing these bears for fun.  After about level 7 these guys wouldn’t give us any experience or drop any loot so there wouldn’t be any reason for a higher level to kill them.” 
 
    When they were all loaded down with their pelts, they headed back inside, allowing Cadence to rest her hands after repeatedly playing one chord on her lute.  Turning in the quest was in theory simple – all they had to do was speak to someone at the Quest Desk in the Adventurer’s Hall and they would automatically collect their reward.  If it hadn’t been for the press of players inside, it would have been easy.  What should have taken them five minutes took almost six times that long due to the long lines leading to the Desk.  Waiting in line allowed the trio to talk a little more – which Cadence was finding to be one of her favorite past-times. 
 
    They talked about where they lived, what they did for a living (turns out that both Brendare and Wengla were attorneys – go figure), and their favorite hobbies outside of playing this game.  Cadence avoided talking about her speech disability and the recent attack, not wanting to see the looks of pity she always got when people found out she couldn’t talk.  She was really beginning to like these girls and didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize their relationship. 
 
    After waiting longer than she ever had at the DMV, Cadence was finally able to turn in her quest and then request it again to turn in again.  The citizen behind the desk was happy to see her, as she had met him when he was off-duty a couple of days ago.  When she was collecting her reward, he said in a low tone of voice, “Here’s a little extra for you – for all you’ve done for us.”  She was expecting some sort of monetary reward, which she was prepared to refuse since she didn’t need the money.  Instead, she saw the glow of a level-up surround her along with the familiar feeling of pleasure.  But this time it lasted a bit longer than usual. 
 
    “Wow, you must have leveled up at least twice!  Congratulations!  We both ended up leveling as well so now you are closer to us.  I think it’s time we moved on to something harder,” Brendare commented. 
 
    Confused on why it was more intense than usual during her level-up, she pulled up her Character Status sheet to see what was going on. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Character Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Cadence 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Dwarf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class 
  
      	  Song Maiden 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  6 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP 
  
      	  230/230 
  
      	  MP 
  
      	  150/150 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience 
  
      	  850/1,600 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attribute Allocation (Remaining Points: 25) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attribute 
  
      	  Current Value 
  
      	  Racial Modifier 
  
      	  Modified Value 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  x2 
  
      	  30 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vitality 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  x1.5 
  
      	  23 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dexterity 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  x0.9 
  
      	  14 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intellect 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  x1 
  
      	  15 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Charisma 
  
      	  55 
  
      	  x1 
  
      	  60 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Not only had she leveled up – she had gotten enough experience to level three times!  And was halfway to the next as well.  If what she had said was true, which when she concentrated on them she could tell Wengla was level 5 and Brendare was now level 6, she had caught up to them in just a couple of hours.  That extra experience from the quest turn-in must have been extraordinary – I’m probably ahead of Brendare now.  Placing her available points into Charisma, she wondered why Brendare thought she had only leveled twice, when it was obvious if she concentrated on Cadence that she had leveled three times – so she decided to ask her in a round-about way. 
 
    “Just curious, can you tell someone’s level just from looking at them?  I see those groups over there that look really powerful, but I can’t tell what level they are,” Cadence asked Brendare.  “Nope, unless someone tells you their level you’ll never know but you could make an educated guess – for instance, based on some of their armor and weapons, I would put that closest group anywhere between 30 and 45.  It’s a large range, but I wouldn’t be able to tell any closer than that unless I talked to them for a little bit.  Then I might be able to narrow it down further, but still wouldn’t be able to tell exactly what level.  The most information we get is their name, class, and any guild they belong to.  And when you’re in a party you can sense where the other party members are,” she responded. 
 
    It must be one of those citizen privileges again, otherwise I’m not sure why I know what level they were.  When she learned this information, she looked around at the various players and concentrated on them like she hadn’t ever done before.  She could sense their levels!  Most of the players around her were below level 10, but when she looked at the group that Brendare had guessed their level, she found that her friend was accurate.  Most of them were below level 40, but there was a Warrior that was level 41.  She wasn’t sure how useful this would be in the future, but she thought it was neat being better informed than the other players. 
 
    After they were done with the Quest Desk, she made her way over to Findley to turn in her first quest from him that required her to kill one monster as part of a party.  He was happy to see her, as usual, and happily gave her 5 silver for the quest completion.  It was more money than she had gotten from the bear pelt turn-in, but that wasn’t the only thing he gave her – he had another quest.  She was surprised to see that it was in the form of a letter from High Practitioner Maribeel. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Quest! 
    
  To Cadence the Song Maiden, 
    
  I have watched your progress over the last week and I am so happy that I approached you that day near the fountain.  You have accomplished so much in such a small amount of time, going so far out of your way to help the citizens of Rubblefall.  I applaud your dedication, while at the same time worry about your future. 
    
  While what you have done for the people of Rubblefall is commendable, do not forget the bigger picture.  If you want to help the citizens of this world – all citizens, not just those in Rubblefall – you must find a way to end the war between the Light and the Dark.  To some, this might seem impossible; however, I can see that you have the motivation and drive to achieve the impossible.  The way ahead will be difficult, dangerous, and at times overwhelming.  The only way to see yourself to the end of this quest is to learn more about your abilities, become more powerful, and – above all – take care of yourself and those you care for.   
    
  Throughout your journey, continue to help the citizens of Uniworld where you can, their help in the war between the two factions will be invaluable.   
    
  I believe in you, Cadence – now you just need to believe in yourself. 
    
  High Practitioner Maribeel 
    
  Rewards: The everlasting gratitude of the citizens of Uniworld, ??? 
  Penalty for Failure: None 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Huh.  I’m not sure how I’m supposed to do that, but I will try.  For now, though, I need to get a little stronger before tackling that kind of quest.  She wondered what they were going to do next and Brendare told her that she had picked up a couple quests that involved obtaining chitin in the nearby forest.  Not wanting to seem ignorant for the umpteenth time, she didn’t think to ask what it was and where it came from.  Looking back, she should have asked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “Spiders!  I hate spiders!  Why do we have to kill spiders?  Can’t we go somewhere else?”   
 
    Brendare and Wengla looked at each other and laughed.  “Sorry, it would take too long to get back to Rubblefall for a different quest.  Let’s just see how it goes and if it doesn’t work out we’ll try something else.  Besides, you’re not the one that has to get up close and personal with them – we are,” Brendare told her. 
 
    If she had known they were going to be killing spiders, Cadence would have stopped them and had them do something else – even if it was way above their level.  She had hated spiders ever since she woke up from a nap when she was 4 years old with a spider trying to climb into her mouth.  Now she couldn’t even stand looking at them, let alone trying to kill one.  She always had to have Jill or someone else nearby take care of any that she found in the house because as soon as she saw them she went running.   
 
    And now they were going to have to kill them in the game.  She suspected they weren’t the same ones she knew back home – the ones that were usually no bigger than a quarter.  Her fears were realized as they were attacked as soon as they entered the edge of the trees.  A massive brown spider the size of a Labrador Retriever dropped down from the trees right in front of Cadence, making her freeze in shock.  Fortunately, it ignored her and jumped – jumped!!! – toward Wengla, who couldn’t get her axe up in time to block the attack.  The Spider Scout <Level 5> stabbed two of its legs into her chest which ended up taking off about a third of her HP bar as well as knocking her down to the ground. 
 
    The horrific arachnid positioned itself to follow-up its attack on Wengla, but a hastily-aimed axe swing came down on it from the side, shearing off a leg in the process.  The spider elicited an ear-piercing shriek as it felt the pain from Brendare’s attack and bounded away – which unfortunately put it right next to Cadence.  She could see that instead of its body being soft and smooth like she had expected, its carapace was hard and sparsely covered in hair that stuck up straight as if it was covered in small needles.   
 
    She also caught a glimpse of its strangely-shaped asshole, which made a little more sense when she saw it fold its rear end underneath it and shoot out a strand of sticky white substance toward her friends.  It hit Wengla right in the face as she struggled to get off the ground.  When she tried to pull it off her face with her hands, they both instantly adhered to it as if was ultra-fast-curing super glue.  Seeing its prey incapacitated, the spider scout jumped forward, intending to land on its victim.  Fortunately for Wengla, its missing leg threw its aim off just enough for it to be hit by the Power Strike Brendare activated just as she saw it pounce.  Instead of landing on top of its prey, the spider instead had one whole side of its legs chopped off in one fell swoop. 
 
    Landing hard on its injured side – and with its red HP bar at a critical level – it tried to get up but couldn’t with only legs on one side of its body.  Brendare finished it off with another slice from her axe and then turned to Wengla.  As soon as the spider scout died, the sticky webbing covering her face and hands started dissolving until it disappeared completely within half a minute.  “A little help there would have been appreciated!” 
 
    Realizing Brendare was talking to her, Cadence felt herself blush deeply in embarrassment.  She was so frightened by the spider that she couldn’t act – she was frozen in place and could only watch.  I’ll have to try to push back my fear a little bit – I can’t let down my friends.  “I’m so sorry – I froze up when that thing ambushed us.  Here, let me heal you really quick.”  She sang the lyrics to her HP regeneration song, which instantly topped up Wengla.   
 
    “It’s ok, Cadence – those spiders can be a little overwhelming at first – after the first hundred or so you’ll look at them differently,” Brendare smiled with a giddy expression on her face.  “Ok, now that we’re here, let’s try to use that Strength Buff you were using before with the bear cubs – it will be so much easier to kill these guys in one hit.”  Cadence agreed and brought out her lute, ready to repeatedly play the same chord to sustain the song. 
 
    After seeing the deep-red notes swirling around them, Brendare and Wengla cautiously pressed forward into the forest, keeping one eye on the trees above and the other ahead.  Wengla saw the next scout a split second before it jumped off the side of a tree and managed to avoid being tackled by the eight-legged monstrosity.  As they squared off against it, the spider was so nimble that they couldn’t get a hit in – it kept jumping out of the way as they swung, always a step ahead of them.  Eventually, Brendare got lucky as it jumped away from a swing from Wengla and landed a little too close the other Warrior.  A single hit along its back was all it took to split it into two disgusting halves of chitin and black blood.  Or at least that is what Brendare told Cadence, since all she saw was that it got hit and fell down, unmoving. 
 
    “Time for a change of plan – do you have anything that will slow them down, Cadence?”  Brendare looked tired from chasing that thing all over the place.   
 
    Cadence realized after the battle that she hadn’t been as scared as before – probably because she was already actively doing something and couldn’t stop.  She was also beginning to see the spiders as just another opponent; albeit a scary-looking one.  As long as she didn’t have to face it in battle, she reasoned she could hold it together on the sidelines.  To answer Brendares’ question, she told them about her “Honey Mire” song that could potentially slow it down enough to hit. 
 
    She cancelled her playing of “Iron Force” and waited for the next attack.  About 20 feet into the trees, they were attacked by two scouts who dropped down from the trees above and narrowly missed Cadence.  Once again, they ignored her in favor of the Warriors, which enabled her to regather her composure and play “Honey Mire” 
 
    “Honey is sticky, your steps are slow, 
 
    Stay where you are, and let me go” 
 
    Brendare laughed and said, “Those are the lyrics?  What kind of 5-year old did they have making that stuff up?”  She stopped laughing as she saw the results of the song – the spiders were moving at a much-reduced rate.  Where before they were moving like an Olympic sprinter, now they were moving like an 80-year old grandmother.  They could still get around, but it wasn’t any faster than the two Warriors they were facing off against.  Losing their primary advantage, the two scouts couldn’t avoid the blows that Brendare and Wengla rained down on them with impunity. 
 
    “That was more like it!  Not so tough when they can’t move out of the way, are they Wengla?”  Brendare asked. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Nice job Cadence – let’s keep doing that.  Although it won’t be as quick as rampaging through the bear cubs, it should be easy to take these guys out without too much trouble,” she told them with confidence.  Cadence didn’t say anything – not sure if talking would disrupt the song – but she kept playing the chord, letting them know that she was ready for any that would come into range. 
 
    For the next hour, they worked their way deeper into the forest, consistently taking out each single or paired spider scouts they encountered without too much trouble.  Cadence only had to heal Brendare once, when a scout literally dropped on her head and did some damage before Wengla could get kill it.  Before long, they had all leveled up, bringing all their levels to 7 with a few extra kills needed for Wengla to get there.  Cadence was almost level 8 by the time she hit it and her Basic Song Mastery and Instrumental Performance skills increased to level 7 as well. 
 
    They already had enough spider chitin after that first hour to turn in for the quest, but they all elected to push on farther.  They hadn’t really had any challenge except at the beginning and they wanted to see how far they could get today without having to turn back.  Soon enough, they were being attacked by three or four scouts at a time, but with their extra level they found they did more damage and the spiders were slowed even more by Cadences’ song. 
 
    It was about two hours of cautiously making their way through the forest that they saw their first Spider Soldier <Level 7>.  It was half again as big as the scouts, but Cadence wasn’t even fazed by the difference – Brendare was right.  After seeing around 100 of the gargantuan spiders bite the dust, she was almost numb to their presence.  She was sure she would still have nightmares but in the here-and-now she was growing immune to the fear. 
 
    Even though they were larger and a higher level, the two Warriors had no problem killing their new opponents.  Despite requiring more hits to take down, did more damage when they got off their own attacks, and were slowed a little less by Cadences’ song, they weren’t that much harder than the scouts.  With the increase in the level of their opponents, each of them was able to level up to 8 within the first half hour of fighting the soldiers.  Confident in their abilities and the strength of Cadences’ Bard songs, they continued to push the boundaries of their strength. 
 
    Which led to them to their current “situation” – after chasing after a wounded Spider Soldier, Wengla inadvertently triggered an ambush.  If they had been prepared for it, they probably would have been fine; as it was, they were now in dire straits. 
 
    They had been attacked by two level 7 Spider Soldiers, which had been happening more often lately.  Slowed by her “Honey Mire” song, Cadence watched as her friends efficiently avoided attacks while steadily chipping away at the red HP bars belonging to each spider.  Wengla missed one of her attacks that was aiming for the body of the Soldier she was attacking, accidentally slicing off one of its legs, causing it to scream horrifically in pain.  This wasn’t the best situation because they had found out through their many battles that spiders with missing limbs tended to back away and shoot out their white sticky webbing from a distance.  Hoping to avoid being webbed again, Wengla chased after the wounded spider, while Brendare was finishing off her own opponent back at the original battle site. 
 
    After about 30 feet, Wengla caught up with her screeching, wounded opponent and sliced into its rear end, causing it to turn back in her direction.  She was cocking back her axe for another blow to its head when she was hit by six globs of sticky webbing that covered her face, arms, and legs – which made her to lose her balance and fall to the ground.  Cadence could see her struggling against the webbing, managing to get the arm holding her axe free.  She tried to chop away the sticky substance holding her legs immobile, but the axe got stuck after the second strike. 
 
    Meanwhile, Cadence watched six Spider Soldiers descend from the trees on thick, silky strands connected to branches high above.  When they touched down, the strands disconnected from their rear ends, allowing them to join their wounded compatriot making its way towards Wengla.  Cadence could only watch, numbly playing the chord sustaining her slowing song on her lute.  What do I do?  I don’t think I have any other Bard songs that could help here.  She briefly thought about using her new status as a Song Maiden to come up with a different song that might make a difference but was interrupted as she saw that Brendare had finished off her original opponent and was racing to the rescue.  She can do this!  Come on girl! 
 
    Immediately attacking the closest one to Wengla, Brendare jumped into the air, used a special attack called Cleave, and came down on top of the spider, killing it in one hit.  Collapsing to one knee afterword, Cadence could see that the special move had taken a lot from her.  Fortunately – or unfortunately, depending on how you looked at it – the attack got the attention of the remaining soldiers.  They all scrambled toward her and attacked at the same time, luckily getting in each other’s way more often than not. 
 
    Rising to her feet, Brendare bravely fended off her attackers, even getting in a few choice hits as she tiredly weaved around attack after attack.  Inevitably, however, the spiders eventually got a couple of strikes in, which slowed the Warrior down even more.  Cadence had enough awareness of the situation to drop her current song and try to heal Brendare and was able to sing “Enlightened Chorum” in time to bring her back from the brink of death.  Back up to a full HP bar in moments, Brendare went back on the attack with abandon. 
 
    Unfortunately, the “Honey Mire” song had stopped, so the Spider Soldiers were able to move at their normal speed.  Holy crap, these guys are even faster than the scouts!  She started to sing the lyrics to the slowing song again, but it was too late.  With the massive speed advantage, the six remaining soldiers tore Brendare up.  It was over a couple of seconds because she couldn’t avoid any of the swift attacks or even strike back at her now-nimble opponents. 
 
    Helplessly, Cadence watched as Brendare fell on the ground dead, her HP bar depleted.  The “Honey Mire” lyrics that she was beginning to sing faded away as she watched the deadly arachnids turn toward the still-struggling Wengla.  Pouncing first on her prone form was the wounded spider missing one of its legs, quickly followed by the others until Cadence couldn’t see Wengla anymore through the press of legs and spider bodies.  She saw the red bar next to her portrait quickly empty and she watched in terror as they turned toward her in one synchronous movement. 
 
    That terror turned to disappointment at herself, self-flagellation, and revenge-backed anger as she braced for the attack from the Spider Soldiers.  Why was I holding back?  Why didn’t I help them when I had the chance?  Should I have trusted them with my secret?  If I had, then they probably wouldn’t have died – but then I would have had explain to them why I was keeping it from them.  Well, it’s too late now.  They’re dead and I can only blame myself – I can’t do anything to help them now, but I can take revenge on those who killed them. 
 
    All this went through her head as the swarm of spiders readied.  She was thinking so fast, it was almost as if they were still moving in slow motion from one of her songs.  Mentally selecting the PVS with her mind (she didn’t even know she could do that, it just came naturally), she activated the Real-time Voice Selector and thought about someone who personified her feelings she was experiencing right now.  Trent Reznor from Nine-inch Nails came to mind, and as she created some lyrics on the spot she channeled all her emotions into his voice coming from her throat: 
 
    “I can see your hunger, 
 
    I can see you yearn. 
 
    You want to spin your webs, 
 
    I want so see you BURN!” 
 
    She finished the word BURN just as they all jumped into the air, which disrupted their attacks and turning each of them into screaming, burning projectiles as they burst into flame.  Cadence dodged out of the way as they flew over her head, crashing into multiple trees behind her.  As soon as they hit the ground, she could see that they were all dead, scorched black and lying on their backs with their legs curled up in death.  Flames still flickered here and there, igniting some small brush on the ground before sputtering out. 
 
    She turned away from the carnage she had wrought and picked herself up from where she had dodged out of the way.  Making her way over to her friends, she collapsed next them with tears in her eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Cadence sat there next to her friends, weeping and sobbing over their corpses for more than a half an hour.  What will happen now?  Will they have to start over?  Will they even want to play with me anymore?  I can’t believe I didn’t tell them about what I can really do – if they were here now, I would tell them the truth – I owe them that much.  As she felt the sadness and the longing for their company, she didn’t even realize it when she started singing.  It was only when she was a couple of phrases in that she realized she could hear someone that sounded a lot like Sarah McLachlan singing.  Continuing to pour out her feelings in the song, it was only after she was done that she saw that the Real-time Voice Selector was still running. 
 
    I felt so helpless, you were so brave, 
 
    In your arms, I felt so safe, 
 
    In protecting myself, I couldn’t protect you, 
 
    With one more chance, we would start anew” 
 
    Cadence opened her eyes when she could feel a bright light trying to squeeze through her eyelids.  Intense white light suffused the bodies of Brendare and Wengla, surrounded by a slowly-swirling swarm of golden notes.  As she watched, the notes sped up, their gradual rotation increasing in intensity until they turned into a blur of indecipherable shapes.  Eventually, they started condensing down in to a central mass, creating a ball of rotating golden light.  Suddenly, each ball dropped down and exploded upon contact with the body they were centered above.  Showers of golden sparks flew high into the air, disappearing after a couple of seconds. 
 
    Movement from the corner of her vision pulled her attention away from the golden light show fading in the air.  Brendare moved!  And so did Wengla!  Looking at their portraits to the left side of her vision, she saw their red HP bar filling up at a dramatic rate until they stopped when they were full.  Rushing over to Brendare’s side, she found the Warrior waking up as if from a deep sleep, startled confusion marring her otherwise pretty face.  Cadence held her in her arms, crying happy tears as she thanked anyone who might be listening for their safe return. 
 
    Still confused at what was happening, Brendare looked at the crying girl clutching at her and asked, “What happened?  One minute I was at the respawn screen – looking over the stats from the last fight – and the next I was lying here, alive and with you crying all over me.  Did a high-level Priest happen by and rez us?  What’s going on?” 
 
    While Cadence was still crying happy tears, she tried to blubber out an explanation, but it came out all disjointed and unintelligible.  Then something Brendare said penetrated her brain enough that she asked, “Respawn screen?” 
 
    Looking at her in additional confusion, Brendare said, “Yeah, you know – where you see how you died, what you lost in coinage, how many levels you’ve lost, where you’ll respawn, and how long it will be until you do.  It’s also where you can replay the last five minutes over and over, looking for any mistakes you made and so you know what to do better next time.  I still had over 20 minutes on the respawn timer, so how am I here now?  I was expecting to respawn back in Rubblefall.” 
 
    Well, now I feel kinda stupid – but at least I know they are not dead for good.  I wish someone had told me you can die and come back.  Sighing in resignation, Cadence let Brendare go and realized that she had to tell them about her special class and even the PVS.  Wengla came over and sat next to them, characteristically silent as she also looked at Cadence for an explanation.  Brendare was just about to ask something again, when she looked over Cadences’ shoulder and saw the still smoldering forms of the spiders that had killed them.  Her eyes got wide and for once she had nothing to say as she focused on Cadence, expression pleading for answers. 
 
    “I have something to tell you guys, just don’t get mad at me for not telling you before this – I had a good reason for it.  Anyway, when I first got here…”  She went on to tell them about how she was visited by a GM and received the PVS (without telling them about her real-life disability – she wasn’t ready to share that information), about the quest to talk to and help the citizens of Rubblefall, her journey down in the sewers and subsequent discovery of her powerful song creation ability, her secret class change, and the quest Finley had given her to learn more about it. 
 
    They were silent for a while as they digested all that information, so long that Cadence was beginning to worry that they wouldn’t talk to her anymore after her revelation.  She was so wrapped up in those depressive thoughts that she was startled when Brendare shouted, “That’s so awesome!  I’ve never known anyone with a secret class before!  And a high-level quest when you were only level 1!  That sounds like one of those legendary quests that you hear about every once in a while, but never actually see.  Looks like we’ll have to get a lot stronger if we want to go to Shadowvale Valley, since its only for high-level players.  It would be suicide if we were to try it now.  Alright, so what’s the plan?” 
 
    She’s not mad?  Confused at her reaction, she asked, “Wait…so you’re not mad at me for keeping this from you?”  “Oh, I’m mad alright – mad that you didn’t think to trust us with information.  I thought we were friends, but I also understand your reasons for not sharing before this.  You couldn’t know if we were some of those players that would take advantage of you.  I also disappointed a little bit – we could have been working toward your quest this whole time – not to mention being even more badass with the help of your songs.  If it’s ok with Wengla, let’s put it all behind us and you can show me this ability of yours.” 
 
    “Ok with me,” commented Wengla. 
 
    Cadence stared at Wengla, surprised at hearing more than a one-word answer coming from her.  Truthfully, she was glad she had gotten it all out in the open, but she was nervous about showing what she could do with them watching.  Is this what stage-fright feels like?  She had never really performed in front of an audience before – singing the silly lyrics from the Bard songs didn’t count.  These were going to be songs that she created and performed herself, even if she was using someone else’s voice.   
 
    Thinking about it that way, she discovered that using a different voice separate from her “own” made her feel more confident in herself.  It sounded counterintuitive, but if she was able to hide behind a persona she felt more comfortable being herself. 
 
    With her friends waiting for her demonstration with ill-concealed excitement, Cadence thought about what would help in the coming confrontations.  She didn’t want to show them some flashy tricks – and besides, she needed strong emotions to create and fuel her songs.  When she thought about the recent battles, one thought came to mind – speed.  While her “Honey Mire” song would slow down the spiders so that they couldn’t avoid Brendare and Wengla’s attacks, she thought about trying the opposite.  Fueling her song with the fear of not being fast enough to defend oneself, anger at the mindless attacks of the spiders, and even a little excitement at being able to finally show what she could do, Cadence activated the Real-time Voice Selector.  Bringing out a pair of drums she was able to conveniently hang around her neck, she thought about the fast-paced beats and vocals of Daft Punk: 
 
    “Speed tonic, ultrasonic, fast logic, quick magic…” 
 
    Keeping a quick but steady beat with the drums, she kept adding words to the song as inspiration hit her.  Looking at her friends, she could see light-blue notes circling them so fast it they looked like they were walking tornados.  While she could see a faint outline around herself as well, it didn’t impede her vision like she thought it might.  Figuring that was the signal to move, Brendare cautiously walked ahead and the other two followed closely behind. 
 
    The first hint that her spell had worked was when they found a Spider Soldier waiting in ambush at about head-height hanging onto the side of a tree.  As soon as Brendare was close enough, they could see its legs slowly flex into a crouch, where it then launched itself in her direction.  Instead of preparing for the assault, Brendare laughed with glee.  Because they were moving so fast, it took the spider about 15 seconds for it to jump off the tree.  They all watched with amusement as it slowly hovered in the air while Brendare ran circles around it, making funny faces and telling it that it was “slow as shit now.”   
 
    After amusing themselves, they proceeded to hack into it while it was still in the air, slowly drifting along in super-slow motion.  It died as fast as usual, but this time they didn’t have to dodge any attacks, so in the end it was much quicker.  With a crazy full-tooth smile on her face, Brendare turned to Cadence and yelled, “RAMPAGE!”  Laughing at her enthusiasm, she followed behind her as she started running, followed closely behind by Wengla. 
 
    Searching through the trees, they found Spider Soldiers waiting behind trees, on the sides of trees, under plants, and even in plain sight.  That last one confused them, until they looked up to see eight of them starting to descend from the trees above in ambush.  Instead of waiting for them – since they didn’t really have anything to hit them with – they moved on to easier prey.  Within ten minutes, they had killed enough that they were all now level 9, with Cadence just a couple of kills away from 10.  Her Custom Song Mastery and Instrumental Improvisation improved as well, bringing them both up to level 5; the only change in the skills were an increase in her custom songs’ effectiveness and duration. 
 
    They also found the next progression of spiders, the Spider Warrior <Level 9>.  When compared with the original Spider Scout, the Spider Warrior was twice as large, but overall appeared little different.  That was until Brendare attacked its back with her axe, just to have it rebound away, doing little damage.  Its entire carapace was like a suit of armor, protecting it from their axe blows.  It wasn’t until they attacked its face – and disgustingly its butt – that they were able to do something resembling their normal damage. 
 
    From there, it was easy taking them out – one of the Warriors would start in the front hacking away at the front while the other would strike out at its butt.  Things were going well until one of the spider warriors ejected some of its webbing out its rear end just as Brendare started attacking it, resulting in her axe being stuck to the sticky mess.  Despite tugging at it with all her strength, she ended up leaving it there until Wengla finished it off from the front.  After the webbing dissolved upon its death, she was able to retrieve it again. 
 
    By unspoken agreement, the super-fast trio pushed on ahead spending countless hours working their way deeper into the forest.  They took small breaks every half-hour or so, resting when they had cleared out the surrounding area of enemies.  Brendare shared some food and water she had in her pack, prompting Cadence to admit that she didn’t even think to bring any. 
 
    “If we had a fire, I could attempt to cook some of this spider meat I’ve been collecting but it probably wouldn’t taste good since I have no cooking skills yet.  But we have a while yet because I stocked up with foodstuffs back in Rubblefall,” Brendare told her.  Cadence shyly informed her that she had some cooking skills that she had obtained from her quests back in the city, to which Brendare responded with enthusiasm, “We know who’s going to cook from now on, then!” 
 
    During one of their later breaks, Brendare was looking at something in her menu when something made her jaw drop and rub her eyes in confusion, as if she didn’t believe what she was seeing.  When Cadence asked, she told her to look at her menu.  Promptly opening it, she looked around trying to find out what the problem was.  It wasn’t until she mentioned the time that she understood what had shocked the other woman. 
 
    “I don’t have the best sense of time, but even I can tell you we’ve playing today for at least 20 game-hours.  I was looking to see how much time we had left – since I knew we had to be getting relatively close to the 24-hour cut-off – but this says we’ve only been playing for 10 hours.  That just can’t be right, I’m never off by that much.  It must be some type of glitch…unless…” Brendare trailed off, lost in thought. 
 
    When she didn’t respond for a while, Cadence asked with impatience, “What is it?  Do you know something?”   
 
    “Oh, sorry…I think I might have an explanation.  You know how this game allows you play in a 4-to-1 ratio with the real world?  Well, studies have shown that the NVERS can speed that time up even faster, so that you could experience a year in here and only minutes on the outside.  Or even faster.  The company limited it because they realized that if you spent so long in the game and had to leave, by your next visit, time would have progressed so far that there would be large gaps in quests, player levels, and in-game events.   
 
    “Could you imagine spending even a month at a time in the game per 6-hour real-world visit?  If you logged out even a couple of minutes before you were supposed to, it would give your competition another couple of hours or even days to get stronger.  Quests that had time limits would be almost impossible, kingdom-wide events could be missed by players that just happened to be “offline” during the month, and the timing needed to meet up with your friends or guildmates to party together would be difficult to get right.  You could log in a couple of minutes before your friend and then wait for hours for them to come online.  It would be a logistical nightmare.” 
 
    When she didn’t continue, Cadence prompted, “So what does that have to do with the time on our game clocks?” 
 
    “Sorry, I thought I mentioned that.  While I thought at first that the song you were using was slowing our enemies down, I think now that it’s doing the opposite.  I believe that it is speeding us up so fast that we experience the world in slow motion.  If you were somehow able to look at us from outside your song ‘bubble’, you would see that we are moving so fast that it would be hard to see us if we were moving around.  Even though we are experiencing hours and hours of fighting super-slow spiders utilizing your song, in ‘reality’ we are only using the smallest fraction of the same time that others in this world are experiencing.  What feels like 6 hours to us is probably only about 15 minutes or less game-time.” 
 
    “So…is this a good or bad thing?” Cadence asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure, actually.  I don’t think it should be too bad, provided that we don’t end up spending weeks in here.  To be on the safe side, we should probably just play for a couple of more hours and then log off.  We can meet up again afterword when 6 hours have passed.  I think both Wendy and I can swing that.  By the way, I’m not sure if we told you or not, but in real life my name is Brenda, and this here is Wendy – say hi, Wendy.” 
 
    “Hi,” Wendy said. 
 
    “There you go, now we have properly met.  Is your name the same as your character?” Brenda asked.  When she confirmed that it was, Brenda laughed and said that it suited her, being a Bard or a Song Maiden as it was.  After a couple more minutes of rest, with Cadence thinking about the effect her song was having on all of them, they got up from their temporary camp and made to start the Spider-slaying rampage again. 
 
    A couple hours later, and deeper into the forest, they logged off after finding a relatively safe place to hole up for a while.  Cadence promised them that she would be back on after the requisite 6-hour downtime. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Not much had changed since she had last been here, trapped in her hospital bed and irritated by the pain infusing her beat-up body.  Strangely exhausted from last days’ worth of gaming – even it had only been about three hours in the real world – she fell into a fitful sleep.  Broken up by rounds of pain attributed to the decreased medication, she woke up 5 hours later and suffered through the last hour awake so that she didn’t miss her rendezvous with Brenda and Wendy in-game.  When the six-hour mark passed, she used her head to call the nurse to help with her helmet.  After it was activated, she gradually watched a tree coalesce in front of her face. 
 
    Hearing grunting and a chilling spider scream behind her, she quickly turned around to see Brendare and Wengla finishing off a Spider Warrior, albeit with heavy damage to themselves.  Their opponent was dead before she could even start singing, so instead of her speed song she changed it to the basic Bard song, “Enlightened Chorum” to heal them up.  Since she had leveled up to 10 – along with the others – before they logged off earlier, her Charisma was up to 95, which meant that the two Warriors’ red bars were full in seconds.   
 
    If I was still a normal dwarven Bard, without my bonuses and with my Charisma multiplier still at half, the most Charisma I could hope to have right now was 25.  With that thought, Cadence realized she was starting to feel more like a gamer, not just like a lost soul trying to find her way in the world.  She still remembered her main goal, however, and thinking like a gamer wasn’t a bad thing – in fact, it would help her get stronger so that she could help even more citizens along the way.  She wasn’t sure if Brendare and Wengla felt the same way, but that was ok.  She wasn’t here to convert them – if they wanted to help she wouldn’t stop them either. 
 
    “There you are!  We’ve been waiting for about 10 minutes and I was worried about you.  Thanks for the heal – this guy got a little too close to our camp and we wanted to see if we could take him out without your help.  It was good to see that even without using overpowered cheats we could still hold our own,” she followed this up with a grin, implying that she didn’t mean what she said about the cheating part. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late.  I’m here now, though.  Are you ready to – how do you say it – RAMPAGE?”  With a smile, she started singing, pouring all her emotions into her speed song.  But nothing happened.  She tried it again – with the same result.  Confused why it wasn’t working, she tried a third time and still nothing happened.  “What’s wrong?” Brendare asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure – it’s not working like it was before.”  Worried that something changed while she was gone, she checked her Character Status, quests menus and even her inventory.  She didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.  Frantically searching for an answer, she almost missed a question from Brendare. 
 
    “What do you normally do when you use one of your special songs?  Did you do something different today?” she asked. 
 
    “Normally I change my voice to sound like who I want to emulate, think about some lyrics that I want to sing, and then channel all my emoti—” she stopped as she had a thought.  What kind of emotions was I just channeling right then?  I was happy to see Brendare and Wengla again, amused at being jokingly called a cheat, and still slightly shaken up at seeing my friends hurt from the fight before.  When I was using the speed song before, I felt fear that we couldn’t kill the spiders if we weren’t fast enough along with anger at their constant attacks.  I feel very little of that today – probably because I saw that they could take out a Warrior without too much trouble.  In fact, it looked like the larger spiders were not as maneuverable as the smaller ones, most likely due to their armored bodies weighing them down.  If that’s the case, what do I do now? 
 
    Brendare was trying to ask her another question, but Cadence held up her hand in a “stop” motion while she thought about her predicament.  If these new spiders are slower, we don’t need to move at super-speed to defeat them.  What we need, instead, is some way to negate the extra protection around their bodies.  I know that their axes normally cannot penetrate the armor-like carapace of the spider, but I wonder if there is some way to fix that… 
 
    Activating her Real-time Voice Selector, she thought about the voice of Ed Sheeran, about how his songs always seemed to worm their way into her heart, eliciting feelings of both sadness and joy.  She once heard one of his songs played at a funeral and was reminded of that time every time she heard it thereafter.  Whipping out her guitar, she played a beautiful melody that you could feel deep down in your heart, poured her emotions of happiness, amusement, and worry, and sang out the lyrics she just created: 
 
    “When you share our type of bond, 
 
    It can be so hard to part. 
 
    If you decide to hurt my friends, 
 
    They’ll pierce you to the heart.” 
 
    When she was finished with the song, she looked at the axes Brendare and Wengla were holding and saw an infusion of light-grey notes running up and down the bladed parts.  Startled, they lifted their axes and stared at the notes in fascination.  Satisfied that she had done something – just not exactly sure what – Brendare ran off into the brush, only to return seconds later being chased by another Spider Warrior.  Getting into position, Brendare in front and Wengla near its back, they surrounded their opponent on both sides and struck at the same time.  Expecting some resistance, both of them stumbled as their axes sliced completely through the spider’s face and butt, only coming to a rest as their axe heads hit the ground, leaving a giant gouge in the hard-packed dirt. 
 
    The fatal swing to its head was enough to put it down in one hit, completely slicing through whatever brain that it might have had.  As they recovered from their unexpectantly effective swings, Brendare called out, “SWEET!  There was absolutely no resistance there – it was like a hot knife through butter.  Whatever you did, I like it!”  After looting the corpse, she turned to Cadence and told her, “Ok, now we can RAMPAGE!”  And they did just that. 
 
    Cadence followed behind the two rampaging warriors, sickly amused at the descriptions of blood-drenched body parts flying everywhere that Brendare told her about.  She was half-tempted to turn off her gore filter but didn’t want to stop her playing and possibly throw up as well.  She did laugh out loud as she was told that a certain one “burst like a piñata at a children’s birthday party.”  After hearing more of these descriptions, she was glad she didn’t mess with her filter. 
 
    Although they didn’t see any different types of spiders, the Spider Warriors they did encounter increased in levels proportionate to their own rise in levels.  After a couple of hours, they had all reached level 12 – including the spiders.  At one point they entered an empty clearing and all sound except for Cadences’ guitar playing stopped.  No wind, no birds, no crickets, and the air had a heavy feeling to it.  Bracing themselves, Brendare and Wengla studied the trees all around, expecting an attack. 
 
    They didn’t have long to wait, as first one and then another and then another Royal Spider Guard <Level 14> entered the clearing and immediately attacked.  There was no letup – Cadence lost count of them as Brendare and Wengla were swarmed by the mass of creatures and she feared for their safety.  She shouldn’t have worried as her friends literally shredded their opponents, slicing up, down, across, and even in a circle as they fended off the onslaught.  At one point, Brendare started laughing, caught up in the challenge and actually enjoying herself. 
 
    When the horde of spiders finally stopped, Brendare and Wengla were surrounded by corpses on all sides.  Cadence tried to count them but had to stop after 30 because it was hard to differentiate where one ended and another one started.  “Phew – that was a workout,” Brendare said with a smile and a dramatic wipe of sweat from her brow.  Both her and Wengla started looting the corpses while Cadence stopped her current song to heal them of their minor wounds they had sustained during the fight. 
 
    They failed to notice the exits to the clearing filling up with webbing as they were looting and healing up after the battle.  When they finally noticed, it was too late to escape the clearing they had invaded – and Wengla got a basketball-sized glob of green goo plastered against her chest as a welcome gift.  A massive spider dropped down from the trees above, easily 20 times the size of even the largest Royal Spider Guards they had just defeated.  Each of its numerous eyes was the size of a beach ball, its legs looked like scaffolding surrounding a large building under construction, and its baseball bat-sized fangs dripped the same green goo covering Wengla. 
 
    Which, when Cadence could take her eyes off the gigantic monstrosity of a spider, was currently eating through the armor protecting Wengla.  As she watched, Wengla started screaming as the green acid-like substance ate into her skin, causing massive amounts of damage to her HP bar.  Somehow instinctually knowing what she needed, she channeled the voice of Enya through her Real-time Voice Selector and sang these lyrics: 
 
    “Heal my heart, wounds fade away, 
 
    You are safe, not only for today” 
 
    The acid faded away and Wengla’s skin healed from the massive burns it had sustained.  Her HP bar also filled back up to full, but her chest armor was essentially non-existent.  In the time it had taken for Cadence to heal her friend, the massive spider hadn’t made a move.  It was on the opposite side of the clearing and looked poised to wait until it was attacked before doing anything further.  Glancing at the top of her vision, Cadence was startled by a giant red HP bar running across her view with the name Queen Arachnista <Level 20> labeled underneath it.  Must be the name of this walking nightmare. 
 
    YOU HAVE INVADED MY QUEENDOM, KILLED MY CHILDREN, AND VIOLATED MY INNER SANCTUM.  PREPARE TO DIE! 
 
    Oh my god, it talks!  What the fu— Her thoughts were interrupted as she watched the hulking monstrosity start to move.  With all the Queens’ bulk, she couldn’t move very fast – but that was the least of their concerns as Cadence saw the so-called Queen Arachnista spit out another glob of green acid in their direction.  It was aimed for Brendare this time and luckily, she was ready for it as she clumsily dodged out of the way.  Picking herself up, she ran straight for the Queen yelling for Cadence to sing her song again.  Spurred into action from her reckless charge, Cadence sang her weapon enhancement song again and watched as the familiar light-grey notes covered her axe.  Wengla – back in action – ran after Brendare, looking for revenge from her ruined armor. 
 
    Despite not being able to move her entire body very quickly, Queen Arachnista could still move each of her legs in lightning-quick strikes – as both Brendare and Wengla found out.  As they were running to attack her, the Queen lifted two of her legs into the air, plunging them down on her friends.  Fortunately, they were able to dodge to the side enough to avoid being impaled.  The impact, however, sent them flying back toward Cadence, who had to dodge out of the way of an incoming Wengla projectile, losing her rhythm and consequently her song.  When she picked herself up, she noticed that the HP bar for each of them was dangerously low – that one strike had taken almost 80% of their health away! 
 
    Quickly using her HP regen song, she healed her groupmates and tried to think of another strategy.  I’m sure they could take the Queen out with the song I was just using, but the problem is they can’t get close enough to do it.  What we need is some way for them to either avoid or withstand the attacks from the Queen, all the while still being able to hit her hard enough to do damage.  The armor all over her body looks even tougher than our previous opponents.  While she was thinking, Queen Arachnista continued her snail-like advance in their direction. 
 
    Brendare and Wengla looked to her for a solution, at a loss at what to do in this situation.  Cadence felt the weight of their confidence in her, but she didn’t know if she deserved their trust – she barely knew what she was doing!  She didn’t want to disappoint them and thought furiously for a solution.  Nothing came to mind as she watched Brendare move out of the way of another spit of green acid.  Although the Warrior dodged it handily, it splashed against a tree behind them, flinging out gobbets of goo in all directions.  All but one landed harmlessly against the ground, but one landed on Cadences’ arm, causing her to scream out in pain as it started eating through her skin.  Because of the gore filter, she couldn’t actually see the process – but she sure a shit could feel it! 
 
    Quickly, she tremulously sang out the same song she had used for Wengla, and it was done well enough that she saw the green acid disappear and the pain faded away.  Her HP bar filled up to full and she had noticed that it had gotten down to almost 10% before her song stopped its fatal draining.  If I had been hit with as much as Wengla I would have been dead in seconds.  I should probably think about adding some of my points in the future to my Vitality.   
 
    When she looked around to ensure no one else needed more healing, she noticed something interesting on the ground.  She could see the gobbets of goo along the ground, but they weren’t eating through the dirt – they puddled on top of the earth as if there was a coating protecting it.  This gave her an idea… 
 
    Channeling Dan Reynolds from Imagine Dragons, she used their down-to-earth, all-inclusive messages of overcoming adversity to form the basis of her new song.  She used her fear of failing her friends, their steadfast confidence in her ability, and her own resolve to win this fight to feed into these lyrics: 
 
    “Strength, Earth, Power, 
 
    Infuse me, Use me, Abuse me, 
 
    Strike, Rend, Crush, 
 
    Open yourself and be free” 
 
    Accompanied by strong but slow, long-lasting chords on her guitar, she watched and felt a transformation taking place in her body.  Over the next few seconds, she felt herself growing heavier and heavier, while at the same time stronger.  She watched as rock formed around her torso, followed by her arms and legs.  When it flowed down to her fingers, she was worried that it would impede her playing and was pleasantly surprised that she didn’t lose any flexibility in them – they just didn’t move as fast.  As the rock covered her face, she heard rock grinding together as she looked over at her friends and laughed.  They looked like full-fledged stone statues of their former selves – albeit naked stone statues.  The stone completely covered up their clothing and armor, only leaving their axes alone.  When Cadence looked down, she could feel herself redden in embarrassment as she realized she was as naked as them. 
 
    With enthusiasm, Brendare and Wengla charged ahead – if you can call a slow walk a charge.  They were so heavy now that they couldn’t move at more than a slow walk, with their footsteps reverberating the ground and making dents in the earth as they passed by.  As they made their way inexorably toward their target, the Queen wasn’t idle – she spat out acid globs that struck against the Warriors and sloughed off them, doing no damage to their now immune exterior.  After a minute, Brendare was close enough to the gargantuan spider for Arachnista to attack her with one of its legs.  She saw it was coming and braced for impact – and something interesting happened. 
 
    As Brendare braced against the incoming appendage, Cadence could see her legs sinking tendrils of stone into the ground, providing extra support against the attack.  When the massive leg struck, it bounced off the Warrior, eliciting a screech of pain from the Queen.  She imagined that it was like kicking a small rock with your foot – expecting it to bounce away – and instead finding that the rock you kicked was just the tip of a large rock buried in the dirt. 
 
    The Queen must’ve been slow to learn, because she tried the same thing to Wengla when she was in range – to the same result.  With confusion in her movements, Arachnista started backing up when she realized she couldn’t harm these interlopers now.  Unfortunately for her, she was much slower than even the stone-covered Warriors and they caught up to her before she could get to the side of the clearing and possibly escape.  Approaching their adversary without fear, they started attacking the sides of the Queens’ head, slicing through chunks of armor with each swing.  They didn’t do as much damage as her weapon enhancement song, but their increased strength that went along with their rock-hard physique did hefty amounts of damage by itself. 
 
    In a last-ditch effort to kill one of the Warriors, the spider Queen sprung forward in a tiny hop and plunged her mouth on top of Wengla, attempting to pierce the rock surrounding her with her fangs.  One of her acid covered fangs broke off in the attempt, causing Arachnista to screech even louder in pain.  To Cadence it looked like someone trying to bite through an Everlasting Gobstopper in one try, chipping a tooth in the process. 
 
    Out of options, the Queen continued to attempt to back away, but Brendare and Wengla weren’t interested in letting her get away.  They hacked and sliced and used what special moves they were able to use in their new bodies to damage the retreating monster.  However, the Queen still had enough movement in her to avoid being struck directly in her vulnerable face, making the race to defeat her before she escaped to be in doubt.  By unspoken agreement, the Warriors slowly moved around to the sides of the spiders’ body and started hacking off legs.  When Arachnista had lost two of her legs on each side of her body, screams echoing even louder through the clearing with each loss, she couldn’t support her massive weight and collapsed on the ground, unable to rise.  After that, it was a simple hack job on her face from the stone-covered Warriors. 
 
    As the enormous spiders’ HP bar emptied completely, she was about to stop her song when a swarm of thousands of baby spiders emerged from beneath the slain Queen.  Brendare and Wengla readied themselves for an onslaught, but they needn’t have worried.  As soon as they were free of the Queen, the baby spiders retreated into the surrounding forest until there was no sign of them after about 15 seconds. 
 
    Wary of any other threats, Cadence kept the song going for another minute, but when nothing attacked them she stopped playing.  She felt the rock fade away all at one, allowing her to move more freely and feeling literally tons lighter.  She approached the fallen Queen where her friends were staring at her with conflicted expressions on their faces. 
 
    “For some reason I feel a little bad about this.  She was just protecting her home and her children and her babies, and we came in and recklessly killed everything.  For what?  Experience?  Loot?  I know she’ll respawn when we are gone, so that another group looking for experience and loot can kill her, but that doesn’t change the underlying fact that we just killed a mother and her children.  Maybe your conversations about the nature of the citizens of this world has changed my viewpoint a little.  Or maybe I’m just being silly and none of that really matters.  Either way, let’s get out of here,” Brendare said, as she turned toward the Queen and started looting her. 
 
    “What are you doing?  Didn’t you just say you didn’t like killing her and her children?” Cadence asked in confusion. 
 
    “Well, yeah.  I feel bad about what we did but there’s nothing I can do about it now.  In the future, it might temper my Rampagedness – you know, actually think about what we’re doing before we do it.  But I’m not about to pass up some sweet loot here for the taking!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    After finishing up in the clearing, they found that the webs covering the exits had dissolved after the death of the Queen.  They also discovered that each of them had leveled up twice from that last fight, which seemed like a lot from killing just one spider.  Brendare informed her that it was because it was such a higher level, and a boss monster to boot, that it gave them so much experience.  True to her thoughts about the matter earlier, Cadence put some of her points into Vitality which brought up her maximum HP – hopefully, that would help a little in the future if she ever got attacked again. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Character Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Cadence 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Dwarf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class 
  
      	  Song Maiden 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  14 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP 
  
      	  380/380 
  
      	  MP 
  
      	  150/150 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience 
  
      	  3,200/9,200 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attribute Allocation (Remaining Points: 0) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attribute 
  
      	  Current Value 
  
      	  Racial Modifier 
  
      	  Modified Value 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  x2 
  
      	  30 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vitality 
  
      	  25 
  
      	  x1.5 
  
      	  38 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dexterity 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  x0.9 
  
      	  14 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intellect 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  x1 
  
      	  15 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Charisma 
  
      	  105 
  
      	  x1 
  
      	  105 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As they discussed what to do next, both Brendare and Wengla expressed the need to unload their bags full of spider chitin before they tackled their next venture.  Cadence realized that her bags were almost completely full as well since they had been sharing loot this whole time.  Some weapons, armor, and other random items had dropped from the spiders that they had killed, but Cadence had no need of them so let the other two keep it all.  They were very thankful and promised to split the proceeds from selling them, to which she said that it was fine since she didn’t really need the money anyway. 
 
    “Ok, let’s warp back to our bind point and then we can turn in these quests,” Brendare then opened her menu with Wengla following close after.  Cadence was still trying to figure out what she was talking about when she saw a swirling blue light engulf the two Warriors and they disappeared into thin air. 
 
    Uh, what just happened?  Where did they go?  And what is a bind point?  She opened her menu and searched around for some sort of clue about what they were talking about.  Toward the bottom of the list, just above the Logout selection, was an option to warp back to her bind point.  I guess this is it – whatever it is.  She selected it, only to get an error message. 
 
    
    
      
      	  ERROR! 
    
  You will see this error if one of two things have occurred: 
    
 
        
        	 You tried to use this feature more than once every 24 hours, or 
 
        	 You have not set a bind point yet 
 
       
    
  If #1, please wait until 24 hours game-time has passed and attempt again 
    
  If #2, remember to set your bind point before you leave your starting city.  Your initial trainer should do this for you automatically when you receive your class.  Players without a bind point, should they be killed, will not respawn and will be sent back to the Character Creation screen to create a new character. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, crap.  I guess Finley forgot to mention that part of the Bardic initiation.  Along with telling me that we can respawn.  With no bind point, she couldn’t use this special feature and if she was to die she would have to start all over.  And now she was stuck in the middle of this forest with no protection, no friends, and very little idea of where to go.  She was safe for the moment, but as soon as she stepped from the clearing she was sure there would be spiders out there.  Her Monster Apathy trait would help avoid being attacked, but even then, it was only a 50/50 chance.  With the distance that they had traveled and the number of spiders that they had encountered, she didn’t have much hope that she could make it back safe.   
 
    
    
      
      	  Brendare: Hey, where are you?  We’ve already turned in our quests and are ready to go.  I got another level from the quest experience! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Cadence forgot about the in-game text system since they didn’t need it while they were next to each other.  She looked at the portraits along the left-hand side of her vision and realized that they were still in a party.  When she thought about it, she realized she could vaguely sense them off in the far distance, and it also gave her a destination if she were to chance fighting her way through the spiders in the forest.  Now that I think about it, why do I need to fight them?  Why can’t I just run past them?  Better yet, who says I have to run?  With the formulation of a plan, she messaged Brendare back. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Me: Sorry, I don’t have a bind point yet.  If I die, I’ll need start over with another character.  I think I have an idea though.  Stay where you are and hopefully I’ll see you soon!  
  
     
 
    
   
 
     
 
    With that done, she got to work creating her new song.  She was going to have to try something she didn’t know would work – if it didn’t, then she would try something different.  Ignoring further messages from Brendare, she concentrated on the emotions she wanted to impart: fear of the spiders attacking her, longing to see her friends again, and an overwhelming desire to be someplace else.  Thinking about Taylor Swift, about how she was able to successfully “cross-over” from country to pop music, she imagined transporting herself from one place to another.  While she sang these lyrics, she started as a countrified Taylor Swift and ended with a more modern pop version of her voice: 
 
    “They all want to attack me, 
 
    And all I can do is flee. 
 
    While they try to keep us apart, 
 
    I’d rather follow my heart.” 
 
    Purple notes surrounded her as she ended the song and Cadence concentrated on an image of the Eastern Gate in Rubblefall.  The maelstrom of purple notes spun around her faster and faster, compressing upon her whole body until it felt as though she was going to be squeezed to death.  Closing her eyes to better block out the pain, she started to regret trying out this song when she didn’t know what would happen.  Just as she thought she couldn’t take anymore, the pressure compacting her together released all at once, making her collapse to her knees in relief.  When she opened her eyes, she saw the Captain of the Eastern Gate looking down at her with a hand on his axe.  When he recognized her, he took his hand off his axe and said, “Welcome back, Cadence!  Never seen anyone do that before, but I wouldn’t expect anything less from you!” 
 
    He lifted her up and she thanked him for his warm greeting and help.  When she tried to walk, she realized she was exhausted, so much so that she was stumbling around without any energy.  There must be a limit to what I can do.  I think if I had attempted that with Brendare and Wengla along I wouldn’t have survived it.  Maybe when I’m stronger, I’ll be able to, but not now. 
 
    She felt her friends getting closer as she leaned against the gate, attempting to catch her breath and recover her energy.  When they got close to her, Brendare asked, “How did you do that?  One moment you were far away and the next minute you’re here – I thought you said you didn’t have a bind point.  And what’s wrong, you look terrible.  Did you find a way to run all the way here really fast?” 
 
    Cadence explained what she had done and added that it probably would have been better if she did speed-run there.  Brendare told her, “Don’t do that again – at least until you have quite a few more levels to you.  Breaking the game like that has got to do a number on your body, not to mention your mind.  Let’s go help you turn in these quests and bind yourself to the Adventurer’s Hall.  After that, you should probably logout for the day – you need the rest.  We’ll talk about tomorrow, tomorrow.” 
 
    Cadence agreed and when they had finished turning in her quests, netting her another level, she was shown where she could create her bind point.  “Normally, when you’re in town, all you need to do is concentrate on a permanent object somewhere and think, ‘bind here’.  Most people bind near or in the Adventurer’s Hall, since most of the quests you’ll receive can be turned in here,” Brendare told her. 
 
    “Can I bind anywhere in town?” Cadence asked her. 
 
    “Absolutely, just find something and think ‘bind here’.  Remember, it has to be permanent – it won’t let you bind to a person or moveable object like an axe.” 
 
    She decided to bind at the fountain that she had met Maribeel.  It was kind of where her journey began, and it was fitting the start over there if she ever ended up getting killed.  After that, she logged off for the day, promising to return in about 18 real-world hours when they were able to play again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Over the next real-world week, Cadence had made progress in both worlds.  Back in the hospital, she was beginning to get feeling back in her extremities as the pain medication was scaled back even further.  It was a double-edged sword, however – she could feel her fingers and toes again, but if she tried to move them pain would blossom over her entire limb.  Doctor Hurley had a positive outlook for her, though, as he said that everything that she could feel was a good sign.  That it meant that there was less nerve damage than they expected and with time she would hopefully make a full recovery.  Of course, that would still be months into the future.  She was kept immobilized still, but she was occasionally moved so that they could change her bedsheets and to prevent bedsores.  Not being able to run, or even walk, Cadence was thankful even more for the thoughtfulness of her friend Jill. 
 
    She had been there to visit frequently, but it was rare that Cadence was awake and not playing the game.  Still, the time they did spend together made her appreciate her friends’ commitment to her well-being.  As far as the investigation went, Jill informed her that a witness told the police that he had seen two men around that area that he had never seen before but couldn’t accurately describe them.  He was able to add that they had nice-looking suits that seemed out of place, which is why they stuck in his mind.  The witness couldn’t add anything more than that, unfortunately. 
 
    In-game, a lot more had been happening.  After the spider-mother killing incident, all three of them were more cautious of the quests that they took on.  With their intent being to level Cadence – and by extension the two Warriors – up as fast as they could, they looked for quests with higher-level monsters.  However, they made sure that what they would be killing needed to be killed: Bandits preying on citizen merchants, Goblins terrorizing villages, and even an escort quest where they had to protect a shipment of supplies over to a neighboring town. 
 
    Which is where they found themselves currently, in a little town named Blaketon, halfway between the kingdoms of the dwarves and the humans.  The three of them had just finished escorting a caravan – along with a dozen other players – which had been attacked by roving bands of orcs along the way.  So that she didn’t stand out too much, Cadence restricted herself to using Bard-only songs during the journey, much to the initial amusement of the other players.   
 
    When she used her “Enlightened Chorum” HP regeneration song during one particularly fierce battle, the two player-Priests that were part of the escort looked at her with expressions of awe.  While they could heal a larger amount all at once, Cadence was able to keep the players on the front line topped up with her regen song, with only the occasional dip in health that was healed almost instantly.  Out of a job, the Priests joined the battle on the front line, helping to end the fight even quicker.  From that point on, they looked at her with respect and even a little curiosity.   
 
    When one of the Priests asked her later about how well she was able to heal, she lied and told him that she had gotten lucky and found a stash of Bard gear that dramatically increased her Charisma.  Satisfied with that answer, the Priest spread that around, which was what Cadence was hoping he would do.  Even though she didn’t get any questions about her song strength, she did get a few propositions to join certain guilds or raiding groups.  She turned these down, politely stating that she had prior commitments and that maybe in the future she would look them up. 
 
    The truth of the matter was that they hadn’t found anything, clothing or otherwise, that would help increase her power.  While Brendare and Wengla had upgraded their armor to Iron Plate and their axes to High-Quality Steel – both of which they had received as rewards from quests and were a huge step up in defense and damage output – they hadn’t received anything that Cadence could use.  She tried to wear even a simple leather jerkin, but the game wouldn’t let it be slotted into her chest slot.  It kept giving an error stating that it wasn’t suitable for her class.  While she could equip all sorts of cloth items, anything with more defensive capabilities was denied to her. 
 
    She also found out about the thriving player-driven economy.  Adjacent and behind the Adventurer’s Hall in Rubblefall was the Auction House, where players could put up their unwanted and/or rare items to sell to other players.  It had a convenient search function that allowed you to look for items available within that Auction House and sort it by class, item, weapon, or armor slot.  When she did a search for Bard gear, she didn’t come up with any results.  Brendare explained that this Auction House only catered to players in the Dwarven Kingdom, where there were essentially no Bards.  Because of that, no one would put anything up for auction since it wouldn’t sell, and the Auction House charged a fee for listing it.   
 
    What she was able to find were two rings and two earrings that gave a +5 bonus to Vitality, and a necklace that gave +5 to Charisma.  She figured she was way overcharged for the necklace, since it was the only one of its kind that she could see, but she didn’t have anything else to spend the money on.  Brendare and Wengla happily picked up a couple of accessories that increased their Strength and Vitality, which when they were equipped boosted their potential for mass carnage. 
 
    By the time they arrived in Blaketon and completed their quest for experience, each of them had leveled to 22.  Cadence was finding it harder and harder to level-up her own level as well as her skills and was worried that it would take forever to get powerful enough to continue her main quest.  Their earlier successes were tempered both by the need to keep her abilities private and in their choice of quest paths.  No longer were they mindlessly slaughtering monsters – they had a more focused mindset.  Even though it took longer to increase their levels, Cadence was happier because most of the time they were ultimately defending the citizens of Uniworld from harm.  For the most part Brendare and Wengla agreed, but she could sense that sometimes they would like just to go out and “RAMPAGE” with Cadences’ help for some easy experience. 
 
    She wasn’t necessarily opposed to that, she just didn’t want to run into the same problem they had in the spider forest.  If they found some obvious monsters that needed to be exterminated, she was all for rampaging through.  Brendare thought she had heard about some possible prospects nearby that would allow them that kind of freedom, which is why they decided to escort the caravan to Blaketon. 
 
    “Phew, that was a long, relatively-boring journey.  I’m beat and Wengla and I have a large project we are working on in the morning, so I think we’ll logout for the night.  Tomorrow when we are back on we can look into having some fun,” as she said this, Cadence knew what she meant by fun – RAMPAGE!  “Don’t forget to bind here before you logout, just in case we forget to before we leave tomorrow.  We’ll take a room at the inn so that we have a base of operations on our next foray.  Meet us there and we’ll plan out our next moves.” 
 
    “See you tomorrow!” Cadence told them, watching them disappear after manipulating their menus for a couple seconds.  She went and did what Brendare suggested, binding herself to the small communal fountain she found in the main square.  After binding, she decided she wasn’t tired and she didn’t have any “large projects” to work on back in the real world so she looked around instead. 
 
    The town of Blaketon was relatively small, at least compared to Rubblefall.  It consisted of one to two-story wooden houses that looked similar to an Amish community she had visited when she was younger.  A simpler style of house with a peaked roofline, muted colors, and white.  White, white, and more white.  Apparently, they had a sale on white paint at the hardware store.  Roofs, doors, window frames, the occasional wall, and every fence she saw was a bright white color, as if it had just been painted.  Fortunately, it was only the houses that were white – the small marketplace had some normal-colored buildings that deeply contrasted with the surrounding houses. 
 
    She spent the next eight hours walking around the town, talking to the various citizens of Blaketon.  She was surprised to see a mix of different races populating the town.  Since it was right in the middle of the Human and Dwarven Kingdoms, the make-up of the population reflected that.  Because of her special trait, “Friend of the People”, her reputation with the various townsmen and women started at <Liked>, which after a short period of time after talking to them, helping them with simple quests, and lending a sympathetic ear would change to <Loved>.  Since the town was so much smaller than Rubblefall, after those eight hours she had talked to everyone she could find – she had even leveled up once from all the quests she was completing.   
 
    One interesting tidbit she found out – why everything was painted white.  Apparently, at night, there was a big flying bug that looked similar to a mosquito that would attack the citizens of Blaketon.  A weird quirk of this “Crumper”, was that it was frightened by the color white – hence, why every residence in town was white.  After learning this, she was satisfied that she had spoken to every citizen, but then she heard about a hermit woman that lived just outside of town. 
 
    Wanting to finish up with all the citizens around the area before she logged out for the night, Cadence headed out of town toward where she heard the hermit could be found.  She followed the well-traveled pathway out of town until it petered off into just a small trail.  Ahead, she saw a group of trees that she knew was sheltering the small cottage she was seeking.  As she drew closer, three red-glowing players stepped out from the trees, laughing and joking about how “that ugly old bitch didn’t have any good loot.”   
 
    Cadence stopped, frozen like a deer in headlights as the three players turned in her direction.  Above the three humans’ heads, their names read SxyThng <Guardians>, DirkMasta <Guardians>, and OrcKilla <Guardians>.  What was strange to her was that instead of blue, their names were red unlike every other player she had seen.  Because of her special abilities, she could also see that they were all level 36.  Since she was standing in the middle of the pathway, they easily spotted her.  They stopped laughing and ran up to her, as if they were prepared to chase her down if she started running away. 
 
    “Well, what do we have here, fellas?  A dwarven Bard?  You don’t see many of those nowadays.  In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever seen one.  How about you, Dirk?” the woman named SxyThng asked. 
 
    “Nope, never seen one,” DirkMasta responded. 
 
    While they were asking questions, the three players were slowly circling around her, as if they were hunters looking for an opening.  “We must be in the presence of a celebrity or something – the ‘Only Dwarf Bard in All the Land’ or some shit like that.  So, what are doing around here, dwarf?” SxyThng asked. 
 
    Cadence had the presence of mind to try to placate the hostile attitude of the three players, not wanting to cause an incident.  “I was passing through on my way to Blaketon where I’m going to go meet my friends.  If you don’t mind, I’ll just make my way there right now,” she told them with a confident attitude.  When they didn’t seem to react to her statement, she hesitantly added, “Don’t worry, I didn’t see anything.  We’re cool, right?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, we’re cool.  Right guys?  See, we’re all cool here.”  Coming up behind her, SxyThng wrapped one of her arms around Cadences’ throat and the other hand covered her mouth.  “Oh, and you’re right about another thing, too.  You didn’t see anything.  Get it?  If I hear you talking about this, I’ll hunt you down and spawn camp you until you’re level 1, and then do it some more just for fun.  Now, let this be a little lesson for you not to poke your nose into my business.” 
 
    Cadence felt multiple blooms of pain as the other two players whipped out their knives and started stabbing her repeatedly in the chest.  Not having a lot of HP to begin with, she died without even having a chance to fight back.  The next thing she knew, she was looking at a notification window. 
 
    
    
      
      	  YOU HAVE DIED 
  You were killed by these players: SxyThng, DirkMasta, and OrcKilla 
    
  Time until respawn: 59 mins 59 seconds 
  Respawn location: Fountain in Blaketon 
  Money lost: 35 Gold, 12 silver, and 57 copper 
  Current level: 23 
  Level after respawn: 21 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Instead of waiting to respawn, Cadence immediately logged out.  She found that she could pull up her menu despite not having a body and used her thoughts to choose “logout”.  I’m not going to wait around to respawn, just to be killed again by those bastards.  As she found herself back in the real world, she could feel tears pouring down her face.  When the nurse took off her helmet and saw her face she was concerned.   
 
    “Are you in pain?” the nurse asked.  Cadence shook her head no, looking away from the nurse, just wanting to be by herself.  “Can I do anything for you?”  When she didn’t respond in any way, Cadence could hear the nurse exit, saying on her way out that if she needed anything to let her know.  When she was gone, the tears continued falling and Cadence let them. 
 
    It happened again!  What is it about me that makes people think they can beat me up and kill me?  The first time, not being able to speak hindered my ability to get out the situation, but this time I could talk!  I wish I had blasted them the moment I saw them!  Swathes of rage battled the helpless feeling inside her head, throwing her emotions through the ringer.  After an exhaustive couple of hours of thinking about ripping the heads off all her attackers – in-game and in real life – and wanting to hide in a hole somewhere while breaking off all outside contact, she fell into a troubled, nightmare-fueled sleep. 
 
      
 
    *          *          * 
 
     
 
    The next day, she woke up determined not to play the game anymore.  She really enjoyed playing with her new friends, but she didn’t want to risk being attacked like that again.  She found herself wondering if she would have an itchy trigger-finger – attacking before she was herself attacked – or if she would allow herself to become a victim again.  She didn’t want to be responsible for inadvertently killing someone who didn’t mean her harm, so she thought the best solution was to not put herself in that situation. 
 
    She debated going back into the game, but she knew she couldn’t quit without at least giving her friends an explanation.  After that was done, she would logout and suffer though the recovery process without the benefit of the game world.  In her eyes, it was the price she had to pay if she didn’t want another repeat of what had happened to her – at least in Uniworld.   
 
    When she called the nurse when it was time to meet her friends, Cadence was glad it was a different one from the one that had seen her crying the night before.  She didn’t think she could take any looks of pity right now.  As she was sat up straight and the helmet was put on her head, she firmed up her resolve.  She was going to get in and out – no muss no fuss.  She would tell them what they needed to know and then she would leave. 
 
    As soon as she found herself transported to Uniworld, staring at the fountain in the middle of Blaketon, she knew it wouldn’t be as easy as she was telling herself.  She really cared about her new friends and she had a feeling they would try to stop her from quitting. 
 
    Turning away from the fountain, she headed for the Cherryhill Inn.  Since it was the only Inn in town, she figured if they were getting rooms anywhere it would be there.  Walking through the entrance, she spotted Terri the Innkeeper.  He was wiping down some mugs behind the small bar in the common room, and as she walked up he said, “Hello there, Cadence!  It’s good to see you again!  What can I do for you?” 
 
    I’m going to miss this – being able to talk to people.  Maybe I can just stay in Rubblefall and talk with all the citizens.  She knew she wouldn’t do it though, the same thing could happen there.  “I’m here to see a couple of my friends.  They said they would get some rooms here – Brendare and Wengla.” 
 
    “Oh, why didn’t you say so!  They came in about half an hour ago and I haven’t seen them leave yet, so they’re probably still up there.  Head on up, they’re in Rooms 3 and 4.”  Thanking him for the information, Cadence headed upstairs, nervously making her way to the end of the hallway.  Psyching herself up and muttering under her breath, “Stay strong, stay strong”, she knocked on the door to Room 3.  After a moment, the door opened, and Cadence saw Brendare standing there without her armor and just some normal pants and a shirt. 
 
    As soon as she saw her, Cadence couldn’t hold it in any longer and started sobbing uncontrollably.  Brendare instantly put her arm around her shoulders and led Cadence over to one of the small beds in the sparsely furnished room.  Wengla was sitting on the other bed, looking at them in confusion and curiosity.  Cadence tried to explain why she was there, but it all came out as unintelligible rambling as she couldn’t stop crying.  Finally, after about ten minutes with Brendare just holding her, she was able to get out her story. 
 
    The two Warriors stayed silent as she explained how she had helped all the citizens in town, went to visit the hermit outside of town, and witnessed the three players laughing as they came from the woods where her cottage was located.  She barely got out a bare bones description of her interrogation and summary execution, along with her decision to logout immediately.  As she was talking, she felt more and more comfortable with her friends – enough so that other details she was planning on keeping hidden spilled out. 
 
    She ended up telling them about her real life – her disability, the scene in the classroom, her running until she ended up somewhere she hadn’t been before, and finally the confrontation and beating from the two men outside the strip club.  After she was done, she felt emotionally and physically drained, but at the same time she felt as though she had lightened the considerable load she had unintendedly been carrying around with her.  She was so exhausted from both ordeals – in the game and back in the real world – that she didn’t protest as Brendare laid her down in the bed and took off her leather boots.  As soon as her head hit the threadbare yet soft pillow she was out. 
 
      
 
    *          *          * 
 
      
 
    Her first thought when she woke up was, I fell asleep?  I didn’t even know you could sleep in the game.  Her second thought was, why am I so warm?   She opened her eyes to find herself in the same room she had visited Brendare and Wengla.  As she thought of her friends, she worried about what she had told them.  I can’t believe I told them all that stuff!  What if they don’t like me anymore?  Will they think I was lying to them the whole time?  Wait…does it matter?  I was going to quit anyway, so it shouldn’t make a difference in the long run.   
 
    As she was finishing these thoughts, she felt something move against her.  Looking down, she saw a shapely arm draped over her side and tightly holding her chest.  When she concentrated further, fighting the dregs of sleep that continued to muddle her mind, she could feel someone pressed up against her back.  Myriad wisps of blonde hair tickled her neck and she felt hot breath heating up the top of her head.  When she looked around the room, she realized she was still on Brendare’s bed and Wengla was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Her assessment of the situation must have made some miniscule movement – either that or she was already awake – and Cadence could hear a change in the breathing rhythm behind her head.   
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    Relieved that it was her friend and it wasn’t somehow some stranger, she whispered back to Brendare, “Hi.”  Her throat felt a little raw from all the crying and talking, which to Cadence was interesting since she had never felt that feeling before.  She had heard people become hoarse or have scratchy voices while they were sick, but she had never experienced it herself back in the real world.  She was still concentrating on this new sensation when she almost missed her friends’ next question. 
 
    “Are you feeling a little better?” 
 
    Despite the slightly painful feeling in her throat, Cadence realized that she did, indeed, feel better.  The same feeling of having lifted something off her shoulders remained, as well as gratitude for having good enough friends in-game that would listen and comfort her when she needed it the most.  She knew Jill would do the same thing in the real world, but it was different there since she couldn’t express her feelings, problems, and frustrations like she could here. 
 
    She managed to turn herself in the bed so that she was facing Brendare.  When she did, she realized why she was so warm – her friend was naked!  She discovered this as her face ended up right smack in the middle of a pair of large breasts and she jerked back in surprise.  Her naked friend just laughed, which made her breasts jiggle pleasantly.  I didn’t realize they were so big – all that armor tends to flatten all her curves. 
 
    “Sorry, I sleep better in the nude – both here and back home.  I didn’t want you to wake up alone, so I thought I would keep you company until you were feeling better.  You are feeling better?” 
 
    Smiling up at her friend, she told her, “Somehow, unbelievably, I do feel better.  Thank you for listening to me as I piled all my problems on you – I appreciate you humoring me.  But I better go…and I’m pretty sure I’m not coming back.  I can’t have another incident like what just happened.  I’m still trying to recover – both mentally and physically – from my attack in the real world and I can’t take the risk of it happening again here too.  Once was enough.  If I stay—” She was cut off as Brendare placed her fingers on her lips, silencing anything further. 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault what happened – either here or back in the real world.  You weren’t the cause of either of those situations, and both sound like they were cases of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Not that that excuses anything – nobody deserves what happened to you.  The only fortunate thing about it happening here is that you are not laid up in a medieval hospital somewhere – you can just respawn.  That doesn’t mean that you won’t see some negative mental and emotional effects from the incident – just that physically you are ok. 
 
    “Since you may not know, the three players you encountered were what we call PKers or Player-Killers.  You can recognize people like them because they have a red glow around their bodies, identifying them to everybody.  They are extremely rare, because the game developers made the penalties so severe that it is unlikely that you will ever see another one – I’ve only seen one the entire time I’ve been playing. 
 
    “Ultimately, this game is about players from the Light faction contesting with players from the Dark faction.  There is no penalty for killing someone of the opposite faction – in fact, it is encouraged with special quests and rankings.  However, if you kill someone of the same faction – citizen or player – then three things will happen.  First, you gain an irreconcilable ‘Hated’ reputation with anyone that the person killed had a ‘Liked’ or ‘Loved’ reputation with.  Second, as you’ve seen, you develop a bright-red glow about you that is easy to see for 20 in-game days.  And lastly – and this is the most severe penalty – if you are killed during the period you have the red glow, you die your last death and there is no respawn.  No one wants to spend months and sometimes years in-game building up their character, only to lose it by killing someone of your faction.” 
 
    Cadence remembered seeing the players that had killed her come out of the woods with a bright-red glow about them.  Even though I was pretty sure they had killed the hermit, that pretty much confirms it.  I wish I could get back at those bastards – if not for me, then for that poor woman.   
 
    She was beginning to think that she was being a little presumptive earlier, thinking that everyone was out to get her.  However, just like real life, it was only a chance encounter with some strangers that led to her death.  It seemed that she was prone to these “chance encounters” – it was bound to happen again sooner or later.   
 
    “Ok, but that—” she began. 
 
    “Furthermore, your injuries back in the real world were the result of some sick fuckwad of a person and you couldn’t have done anything to prevent it.  As far as the perpetrators that attacked you there goes, Wengla is working on that as we speak.” 
 
    “What are you—” 
 
    Brendare seemed to like to interrupt her, “I’ll let you know more when I know more.  Now, as for getting back at those motherfuckers that killed you here – I have a plan.  But first...I need to do something that I’ve been wanting to do since I first met you.”  With those words, her naked friend dragged her up until they were face to face and kissed her passionately on the lips. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Cadence froze in shock.  She wasn’t expecting to be so easily manhandled – those extra Strength attribute points really make a difference – and the kiss came as a complete surprise.  What is going on?!  Where did that come from?  She didn’t know what to think, so she stopped thinking and went with it.  The surprise faded, and she relaxed into Brendare, attempting to return the kiss in a sloppy, inexperienced fumble of lips. 
 
    She had never had any sexual experience in the real world – not even a first date.  It wasn’t important to her – she figured she had plenty of time in the world later to experience sex, relationships, and if the fates were willing, love.  She never thought her first time would be inside a game and with a woman – honestly, it had never even crossed her mind.  The hell with it – why not?  The stress of the last couple of weeks had been so bad that she needed something to help release her pent-up emotions. 
 
    The kissing started intensifying as Brendare realized she was receptive to her advances.  She started fumbling with Cadences’ shirt, eventually pulling away from her to lift it above her head.  Pushing her onto her back, her friend started kissing her neck – little kisses that sent tingly little shocks through her body.  As she moved further down, first kissing her upper chest and circling around her breasts until she locked onto one of her nipples.  Lightning arced through her body, and she arched her back in an involuntary response to the attention. 
 
    Cadence could feel her heart beating a million miles a second and her breathing become heavy with longing.  With every kiss or rub, she could feel herself getting more excited in her nether region.  As Brendare moved even farther down, her hips started squirming around like a dog wagging its tail in anticipation of something tasty.  She felt her pants become undone and were quickly slipped off, to be quickly thrown on the floor.  
 
    “Wait…what…how...never mind – tell me later,” Brendare said as she saw the panties under Cadences’ pants.  Oops, I forgot I was wearing those.  The panties were gone in moments, joining the pants on the floor.  Kisses started up on her stomach again, trailing down until they were hovering around her crotch.  The heat between her legs was like a furnace, and she could feel the wetness from her slit dripping down her thigh.  Strong hands gripped her knees and slowly spread her legs until she was greeting her friend with her sopping wet vertical smile. 
 
    The first touch of lips against her sex made her orgasm instantly she was so ready for it.  Grinding herself against the face buried in her crotch, she rode the waves of pleasure she was experiencing.  Just as she thought her ride was over, Brendare would start in again, until she had climaxed so many times she lost count.  It was only when she was able to think clearly again that she realized that she had her hands tightly gripping fistfuls of blond hair.  As she came down from the heights she had achieved, she had to concentrate on unclenching her hands and releasing the head that went with it. 
 
    A great sigh escaped her mouth, an exhalation of pleasure and satisfaction.  She felt Brendare climb up next to her on the bed until Cadence was able to rest her head on her friends’ chest, nestled between her breasts.  As they rested, she realized they were both slick with sweat, making the skin-on-skin contact feel sticky with released sexual tension. 
 
    They lay there for a long time, Cadence listening to the breathing of her friend – or should I now say “lover”?  Finally, she looked up Brendare, finding her staring back at her.  “Thank you.  I didn’t know I needed that,” she told her, honestly.  Timidly, she added, “Do you want me to…you know…” 
 
    “Your welcome.  I needed that as well – and no, I got as much pleasure from that as you did.” 
 
    Cadence was slightly thankful for that since she didn’t know what she was doing, “So…what now?” 
 
    “Now, you have a decision to make – to stay or to go.  But before you do, I want to tell you my plan…” 
 
      
 
    *          *          * 
 
      
 
    “So, where are we going again?”  Cadence had listened to Brendare’s plan and after some deep reflection she had determined that despite the danger, she really didn’t want to leave Uniworld.  And it wasn’t even because of what had happened between them – she couldn’t bear to leave the one place she could talk to people.  For her, almost anything was worth the chance to speak to someone; it was something that most people took for granted in the real world.  Having that suddenly taken away, even voluntarily, was more than she could deal with right now.  As she stood upon the edge of a smelly, dirty, dangerous-looking swamp, she reflected upon what had transpired the day before. 
 
    “First of all, I want revenge upon those cocksuckers who caused you so much pain and misery.  I want them dead and want them to lose their characters, even though in the long run it couldn’t really make up for their past actions.  Right now, even with your special songs we aren’t strong enough to defeat all three of them if we were to find them together.  Essentially – what this means – is that we need to get more powerful.  As much as you might not want to adapt the same strategy as normal players, we need to take advantage of what the game has to offer in abundance – experience and awesome loot. 
 
    “Lately, we have been focused on helping the citizens of Uniworld with various quests.  While this is a noble undertaking – and we’ve received a decent amount of rewards for our trouble – there is so much more that we could be doing.  That doesn’t mean we can’t still be a little choosy and adapt our own methods to complete each quest the way we want.  Even before all of this happened, I had compiled a list of potential quests and hunting grounds that we could visit.  Originally, I just wanted to let loose and ‘Rampage’, but now we have a more focused reason to do it.  Before I get into details, are you in?  You can have as much time as you want to decide, but we need to act fast if we want to catch up to them in both levels and power.” 
 
    Cadence was still on the fence, not sure if she would be better off leaving for good, when she remembered Brendare mentioning Wengla working on something.  “What was that you said about Wengla?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right, I forgot to tell you – I was distracted for some reason.”  She gave a sly smile before continuing, “Wengla logged off while you were asleep to do some research into your real-life situation.  Since we work relatively closely with law enforcement as attorneys, we have some contacts that might be able to help you out.  With your description of the men that attacked you, we can put the word into the right ear – hopefully someone will recognize them.  Wengla is working the real-life angle while I’m here to help you in-game.” 
 
    She had felt a confusing rush of embarrassment, pleasure, and anticipation as she heard what her friends were doing for her.  Cadence didn’t want to get them involved in her situation, but they had already taken charge and she didn’t think anything she said would get them to stop – even if she was to quit the game.  With all they were doing for her, along with craving the ability to talk to people, she agreed to the plan. 
 
    “So, our first goal will to do some ‘easy’ grinding to increase our levels.  When I say ‘easy’, I mean we will be killing normal monsters five to ten levels above us – with your special songs it’ll be like a walk in the park.  After level 30, we’ll be eligible to complete a special dungeon near here that has something we need for you as a reward – massively enchanted class-specific gear.  What that means is that we can finally find you something better than the stat-less clothing you’re wearing.  Then, and only then, can we consider going after those motherfuckers – you need to be able to withstand more than a sneeze in your direction and that gear will help immensely.” 
 
    Which is how Cadence found herself at the edge of this putrid-smelling swamp.  Smells like death – I’m sure lots of things are rotting away in there.  After a week of “grinding”, what Brendare called incessantly killing monsters for experience and loot, she had finally reached level 30.  The other two had reached it a couple of hours before her, due to her experience loss when she had died back in Blaketon.  She was exhausted, but she was also pleased with their progress and the fact that they had done some good while they “grinded”. 
 
    They had traveled up north, getting closer and closer to the border to the Dark faction.  Their goal was a small cave Wengla had found – when she had played previously as an elf – that was the home to a disgusting cesspool of humanity.  When Cadence had expressed concern about killing other humans, all it took was a description of what they were facing: torturous, murdering, lecherous slavers and their like-minded goblin minions.  After she heard that, she couldn’t get there fast enough. 
 
    At first, they took it slow because the median level of each of the slavers was in the low-to-mid forties – at least twenty levels above them.  Their goblin helpers, on the other hand, were in the low-to-mid thirties – more than capable if they played their cards right.   Cadence wasn’t sure what would be the most effective against such higher-level opponents and didn’t know what kind of song to sing.  That was before she had a good look at their hideout. 
 
    Unassuming from the outside, Cadence would have dismissed the cave that housed the den of slavers if she didn’t know any better.  However, as she got closer, the tortured screams of human, elf, and even dwarven victims emerged from the cave in a cacophony of despairing misery.  Tears involuntarily sprung to her eyes as she listened to the disturbing sounds assaulting her ears.  She felt great sympathy toward the poor victims inside, but also intense rage toward those doing the torturing.  This rage is what led her to create her most violently-charged song she could think of, using Rage Against The Machine as inspiration: 
 
    “The sight of those in bondage, hanging from the chains, 
 
    Makes me want to rip you head off, and shit in your brains. 
 
    This venture of yours, it just won’t work, 
 
    Cause when we get pissed, we tend to go berserk!” 
 
    The results of her song frightened her a little.  She watched the expressions on her friends change from expectant and anxious to the angry, murderous gaze of a psychopathic serial killer with no moral compass and no remorse.  Waves of heat seemed to rise from their bodies, and a transparent red haze surrounded them along with tiny black and red notes gyrating around their hands.  Cadence involuntarily took a step back as she took in their frightening visages but hardened her resolve as she continued to sustain her song on her guitar. 
 
    But when she saw firsthand what was going on in the cave system, that fear evaporated, along with any sympathy toward the slavers or their minions.  Near the entrance, hacked off body parts and blood decorated the ground, walls, and even the ceiling.  Further in, cages lined the walls of the first room they entered, holding emaciated slaves in various stages of starvation, up to and including the dead.  It appeared the slavers couldn’t be called on to feed those they enslaved, instead letting them die when they couldn’t find a buyer fast enough.  The stench of unwashed bodies, waste, and rotting carcasses was enough to make Cadence throw up repeatedly until she had no more in her stomach.  And then tried to throw up some more, with her retching for a good five minutes before she recovered enough to move on. 
 
    With the sight of the horrendous conditions of the would-be slaves, they started unlocking cages as soon as they were able to get close enough.  When the first grateful human was freed, they were attacked by a bevy of minions who were keeping a watch on their “stock”.  They had no chance – the two Warriors were a whirlwind of destruction.  Not only did they move faster than normal – although not as fast as her speed enhancement song – but they also hit their opponents with devastating force.  She personally witnessed three of the goblin minions literally explode as they were hit with a rage-charged axe blade.  Pieces of goblin unfortunately rained upon the locked-up masses and Cadence felt a pang of sickness hit her again as she saw the poor, hungry souls start to feed on what flew into their cages. 
 
    After the goblins were taken out, they were able to free the rest of the victims, handing them all their available food and water as they led them out of the cave.  When they were a safe distance away, the trio made their way back inside, intent on taking out the slavers themselves.  They found them further in the hideout, in a large cave that looked like a cross between a barracks and a dining room.  They were surprised to see the intruders, and after a moment’s hesitation attacked full out.  Despite their much higher levels, Cadences’ rage maintained her berserk song and they went on to destroy the entire cadre of despicable filth. 
 
    She had lost count of how many they had killed when the last one fell, a boss she supposed, since he took almost six hits to take down.  Immediately afterward, she collapsed in exhaustion, unable to move more than a finger or her mouth for almost an hour.  Brendare and Wengla were concerned with her reaction, but they also understood it since they were feeling the effects of the song as well.  If someone had attacked them at this time, they probably wouldn’t have been able to even lift an arm to defend themselves they were so tired. 
 
    When they were able to move enough to stand up, they made their way out of the cave system – after Brendare looted everything in sight of course – and discovered that they had all leveled up seven times from defeating their high-level adversaries.  Congratulations were half-heartedly exchanged as they were still feeling both physically and emotionally drained from their righteous slaughter.  They all agreed to log off for the night and meet up the next day. 
 
    They had gained the rest of their levels on their journey to their next destination, killing wandering monsters that attacked them without provocation.  All Brendare would say was that it was a dungeon of some kind, and that she would explain it in more detail as they got closer to the level they needed to achieve.  When Cadence finally reached level 30, she opened her Character Status and allocated her points. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Character Status 
  
     
 
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Cadence 
  
      	  Race 
  
      	  Dwarf 
  
     
 
      
      	  Class 
  
      	  Song Maiden 
  
      	  Level 
  
      	  30 
  
     
 
      
      	  HP 
  
      	  680/680 
  
      	  MP 
  
      	  150/150 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience 
  
      	  200/43,600 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attribute Allocation (Remaining Points: 0) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Attribute 
  
      	  Current Value 
  
      	  Racial Modifier 
  
      	  Modified Value 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  x2 
  
      	  30 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vitality 
  
      	  45 
  
      	  x1.5 
  
      	  68 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dexterity 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  x0.9 
  
      	  14 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Intellect 
  
      	  15 
  
      	  x1 
  
      	  15 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Charisma 
  
      	  190 
  
      	  x1 
  
      	  190 (+) 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She closed out her status screen and noticed another notification at the bottom left corner of her vision.  She mentally selected it and was surprised by a change to her Custom Song Mastery skill. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! 
    
  Your Custom Song Mastery skill has increased in proficiency to level 15. 
    
  150% increase in effectiveness and magnitude of Custom songs 
    
  In addition, you may now sing two (2) different songs in a row, sustaining their duration with an instrument. 
  Both effects will continue to be utilized as the duration is sustained. 
    
  Additional abilities will be unlocked as you raise your proficiency level. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She was intrigued by this and couldn’t wait to try it out when she had the chance.  Otherwise, Cadence was happy with how much progress she had made over the last week.  Brendare and Wengla had also made immense progress, so much so that sometimes it seemed like they didn’t even need her songs to come out the winner in their many altercations with monsters.  After a couple more hours, they ended up near a stinky, dirty, and dangerous-looking swamp. 
 
    “Now that you’ve leveled up enough, we are going to the dungeon I was telling you about.  All I know is it’s around here…somewhere,” Brendare told her with some uncertainty in response to her earlier question.  “We’ll just have to look around until we find it, I guess.  I’ll tell you all about dungeons and how the whole system works as we look.  Come on, time’s a wastin’.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Cadence fell into another hidden crevice, falling into the putrid water up to her waist.  She hid a sigh as she waited for Wengla to pull her out.  She had learned after the third one she fell into that if she struggled she would only wiggle herself deeper into the brown and green muck at the bottom of the water-filled holes.  She felt clumsy and a bit of a burden the farther they traveled through the sludge-filled swamp.  Although each of them had fallen in a couple of times themselves, she wasn’t strong enough to help pull them out.  If they both fell in at the same time, she would be hard-pressed to save them. 
 
    They had been searching through the swampy marshland for hours, seeing no sign of the aforementioned dungeon.  The only benefit for it taking so long was that she learned all about the dungeon system, what this particular dungeon was about, and their objective while inside.   
 
    “The dungeon we are going to is called the ‘Corrupted Druid Retreat’ and is an instanced dungeon.  Instanced?  I know you want to ask – so I’ll tell you.  Each group that enters the dungeon faces the same thing as everyone else, it’s when you walk through the entrance it is like your own private dungeon.  When you go in, think of yourself as teleporting to your own alternate dimension, where only you and your party can get to.  It is for you to complete or not – once you enter no one else can join you.  You may be asking yourself, why?  It’s so that multiple parties of players can enter into the dungeon at the same time, without having to wait for it to respawn after everything is killed inside. 
 
    “The minimum level you need to be to enter is level 30, and the maximum is level 45.  We’ll be at the lower range of what is needed to run through, but I believe with your special songs we can do it.  Inside the retreat is a whole host of Dark-corrupted Druids, using their ‘evil’ powers to enslave various friendly monsters to attack any invaders.  They also use a plethora of nature-based magics, from roots that can erupt from the ground trapping you in place, to damage-over-time spells that will cause you to rot from the inside. 
 
    “Now, about the ranking system.  Each group that makes their way through the dungeon is given a ranking at the end, even if they didn’t finish.  Your ranking is determined with a point-based system, giving you more or less points depending on three things: party size, player levels, and speed.  If a party of five level 45 players beat the dungeon in an hour, they will actually rank slightly lower than a party of five level 40’s that beat the dungeon in two hours.  Since it was more difficult for the lower-level party, they would receive more points compared to the other.   
 
    “The higher the ranking, the more rewards you will receive at the end of the competition.  Each competition lasts an in-game week, and there is fierce competition between the guilds to get to the top of the leaderboard.  Because of this, we need to do something drastic to get to the top – which is where we want to be.  First prize is a full set of limited-scalable, class-specific enchanted gear for each member of the winning team.   
 
    “It is available to be worn when you receive it and grows stronger as you level up – but only up to a point.  In this particular case, it will scale up to level 70 – after that you can keep using it, but it won’t get any better.  At that point, you can try your hand at another dungeon to get some higher-level, limited-scalable gear. 
 
    “After the competition week, all the points and rankings reset, and you can try again to get to the top of the leaderboard.  It ends tomorrow, so if we don’t do too well this first time we won’t have too long to wait before we can try again.” 
 
    It was a lot for Cadence to take in, but she thought she had a good grasp on it after asking a couple of questions.  All this gamer stuff is getting easier to understand – not sure if that is a good or a bad thing.   
 
    After another 30 minutes of trudging through the muck, they spotted another party of players making their way with determined purpose through some trees.  Cadence stopped in shock and fright for a second as she thought she recognized one of the players who had killed her.  Fortunately, it was just someone wearing the same color cloak and had a similar build.  She breathed a sigh of relief, and the three of them followed behind, hoping that the others knew where they were going. 
 
    It turned out that not only did they know where they were going, they also knew the easiest route to get there.  Once they were on the same pathway, their journey was dramatically different.  There were large stretches of dry, solid ground and very little in the way of hidden holes to catch the unwary traveler.  In no time at all they began seeing additional parties of players, all heading in the same direction – which told Cadence that they were on the right track. 
 
    When they entered the clearing, Cadence stopped in open-mouthed shock just behind Brendare and Wengla.  Although there weren’t as many players as the Adventurer’s Hall back in Rubblefall, there were still hundreds packed in a small clearing surrounding a large wooden fortress.  It was cleverly hidden, and if they had approached from a different direction they would have missed it entirely.  Green moss, brown-and-green vines, and even random branches camouflaged the rotting wooden palisade surrounding the retreat.  A dilapidated gate, hanging off its hinges, was the only entry point that Cadence could see and was where she saw multiple groups of players congregated. 
 
    Watching them enter, she was surprised when they disappeared as they crossed the threshold.  Appearing as if from nowhere, she also saw some players emerge from the fortress, looking harried and tired.  Must be done with their “dungeon run”.  To the left of the doorway, she could see a large screen – at least 15 feet across – hanging in the middle of the air, a crowd of players looking up at it.  She could hear alternating cheering and groaning, based on the results of what was being displayed.  “That’s the Ranking Board where you can see both your current rank and the current leaders.  Some people make a good living making bets on which team will come out on top – but it is technically illegal and violates the EULA.  Doesn’t stop many of them, however,” Brendare shared with her. 
 
    They walked further into the clearing, listening to the conversations of various players as they passed.  Cadence could hear them discussing strategies, talking about their favorites and who would get first this week, and even a short male elf comically berating a massive, muscle-bound Human about his “crappy damage modifiers”.  A lot of it didn’t make sense to her, but it was interesting to her to hear how some of these players could get so into the minutiae of these dungeon competitions.  It reminded her of the intense power-hungry attitude she had seen back in Rubblefall.  She could kind of see where they got that attitude if they were anything like these people outside the dungeon.  It didn’t excuse it – at least in her mind – but she could see the end result.  She knew that competition is competition; even though it is a game to her, these people made it look as though it was a sport to them.  And some sports fans could literally be fanatic. 
 
    She followed Brendare as she made her way to the entrance.  When they were close enough, Cadence looked at the screen that so many people were watching in rapt anticipation.  Just as she glanced at it, a cheer from the crowd almost drowned out the profanity-laden reactions of some others.  Curious to see what was going on, she concentrated on the leaderboard and sucked in her breath in surprise and anger. 
 
    
    
      
      	    
  
      	  Corrupted Druid Retreat Leaderboard       Week 252       Ends in 34:23:16 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Group Leader 
  
      	  Group Members 
  
      	  Guild 
  
      	  Points 
  
     
 
      
      	  1 
  
      	  MastaClass 
  
      	  Wa, Cb, Th, Pr, Ma 
  
      	  <Guardians> 
  
      	  4251 
  
     
 
      
      	  2 
  
      	  LordFlight 
  
      	  Wa, Wa, Pr, Ma, Ma 
  
      	  <Defenders of Light> 
  
      	  4106 
  
     
 
      
      	  3 
  
      	  AngelWeng 
  
      	  Wa, En, Pr, Pr, Ma 
  
      	  <Winged Ones> 
  
      	  4008 
  
     
 
      
      	  - 
  
      	  Brendare 
  
      	  Wa, Wa, Br 
  
      	  <none> 
  
      	  - 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s the same guild that attacked me!  It’s not the same name, but they probably know who they are!  She mentioned this to Brendare as she prepared to march over to the mass of players and demand to speak to someone in the guild.  Her friend dragged her back out of the way, whispering platitudes in her ear as they drew away from the crowd. 
 
    “We can’t do anything now.  Even if we were to find someone from their guild, it isn’t likely that they will turn on their friends and give them up.  We have to follow the plan, win this competition, and increase our power so that we can take on those scumbags.  Until that time, calling attention to yourself can only turn out bad.  They only respect the strong and powerful here – if you go to them begging for them to help, the least that would happen is they would laugh at you.  The worst they could do is inform those player-killers that you were asking about them – and then you’d have to watch your back every minute of the day.  We don’t need that right now,” Brendare pleaded with her. 
 
    Her logic was infuriatingly reasonable, and Cadence calmed down enough to think things through.  She does have a point – demanding their help probably wouldn’t get me anywhere.  As much as I hate to admit it, I need to get stronger – more powerful.  If the only way to do that is to defeat this dungeon, then defeat it we will! 
 
    Through gritted teeth, she told her friends, “I understand and agree with what you’re saying – but I don’t like it.  However, I don’t see any other way to do this, so let’s just head in and kill everything in sight – maybe start a ‘Rampage’ or something in there, too.”  Laughing, Brendare agreed and led the way through the doorway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    She was expecting some sort of transition between outside the retreat and this “instance” that Brendare had mentioned – but she felt nothing.  The only thing that was different was the absence of the crowd’s noise; as soon as they walked past a certain point she couldn’t hear the murmur of players gathered outside the dungeon.  If her friends had noticed it they didn’t show any outward sign, they just kept walking ahead cautiously, looking out for any noticeable danger. 
 
    The inside of the fortress was vastly different from what Cadence was expecting.  First off, it was way bigger than it looked from the outside.  A short distance from the entrance was a rotting, dilapidated shack that appeared ready to fall over with a light push.  The only thing she could see holding it up was a profusion of small trees and vines bracing it on all sides.  If there was a door at one time, it was long gone now with no sign of it anywhere on the overgrown grass covering the ground. 
 
    Behind the shack was a line of tall trees, placed together so thickly there was no space to squeeze between them.  The line started next to the entrance, curving off to the right, forcing the party to head that way to progress.  When they started traveling in that direction, Cadence could see the remnants of a former village, clustered buildings surrounding a central clear location.  The small houses (though she thought they were more like huts) were in various states of erosion.  Some were missing their roofs, some were missing a wall, and others were missing both a roof and all four walls.  One particular hut had a small tree growing out from the middle of it, splitting the floor in the middle and punching a hole through the roof.  The remaining wood that was still present looked to be rotting away from the excess moisture that she could feel against her skin, making it feel sticky and uncomfortable. 
 
    Just as Cadence turned to ask Brendare a question, she caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of her eye.  She couldn’t warn her in time as a black blur caught the Warrior full speed in the chest, knocking her flat on her back and skidding backwards a couple of paces.  When the black blur rebounded from the impact, Cadence was able to see that it was large cat with sleek jet-black fur, black-clouded yellow eyes, and was as large as a compact car.  Looking above its head, the name Corrupted Panther <Level 35> came into view, clueing her in as to what she was looking at. 
 
    The cat didn’t wait for a counterattack, immediately jumping on top of Brendare and frantically slashing away with its claws at her plate armor.  Each slash left a deep gouge, occasionally breaking through and damaging her prone victim.  Wengla quickly jumped to her defense as Cadence started a Bard song of HP regeneration, bringing Brendare back to full life and keeping her there as she continued to take a beating.  A quick axe chop from Wengla – for minimal damage – was rebuffed as the panther swatted her, flinging her ten feet away as if she was more of an annoyance than a threat.   
 
    Realizing that they couldn’t win this fight without some more firepower, she decided to try out her new advancement to her Custom Song Mastery skill.  She stopped playing “Enlightened Chorum”, began it again, and added the “Iron Force” Bard song to increase the damage output of the warriors.  She used her guitar to sustain the effect with alternating the required chords.  The sound this produced was still jarring, but at least it wasn’t as monotonous as a single chord played over and over. 
 
    Deep-red and glowing green notes surrounded each person, reminding Cadence a little of Christmas time with the festive-looking colors.  When Wengla struck again, she took a little more than a third of the panthers’ HP bar away, causing it to turn toward her to strike again.  This time, fortunately, her added strength allowed her to withstand the blow without being knocked down again.  She still took a bit of damage, but the HP regen effect of Cadences’ song brought her back up to full health in two seconds.  
 
    While the panther was distracted, Brendare was able to roll away from underneath the giant black cat and scramble to her feet.  Taking a swing at its head, the panther somehow sensed the attack and swiftly moved out of the way, receiving just a glancing blow that still ended up taking 10% of its HP bar away.  Now trying to defend from two sides, the panther was slowly hacked away by the two super-strong warriors in less than 30 seconds.  As it lay on the ground, giving up its last breath, Cadence could see a vaporous cloud of black smoke rise from the body, clearing up its black-clouded eyes until they were a steady yellow color.   
 
    After looting the corpse of the black panther, Brendare turned to Cadence and said, “That was nice work using both of those songs together, but it still took a long time to kill that thing.  We’re going to have to find some way to stay alive while killing it quickly.  Let’s try another one while we think about it.”  She started moving again, but she was stopped by Cadences’ voice. 
 
    “Hold up, before we go anywhere, what was that black smoke leaving the cat at the end there?” 
 
    “It was the corrupting influence of the boss of this dungeon.  From what I’ve read of the lore behind this place, all the monsters that we will encounter in this place were, at one time, normal animals and people.  When a Wraith somehow found a home here, it sent out tendrils of corruption that slowly turned them into evil, sadistic, murderous bastards.  When we killed the panther, the dark corruption left its body, leaving the animal without its invading presence.  The whole ‘purpose’ of this dungeon is to kill the wraith, ending its evil influence over this area.  Ok, that’s all I know – let’s go, we’ve wasted enough time,” Brendare started walking again as she said this. 
 
    But Cadence was left wondering about what her Warrior friend had said.  As she robotically followed along, she furiously thought of ways they could use this information to their advantage.  They encountered other corrupted animals as they passed through the abandoned village, from a massive brown bear, to a giant spider (nowhere near as big as Queen Arachnista, fortunately), and even a pack of wild dogs.  She tailored her songs to each fight, only using her “Bard” songs in combination with each other to defeat each encounter.  She couldn’t spare the thought to creating a special custom song for them – because she was already working on one in the back of her mind. 
 
    They weren’t making great time and even though they were getting through the fights with a minimum of danger to themselves, Brendare was giving her impatient looks.  Cadence ignored them, concentrating on what she needed to do.  She followed her protectors to the end of the village, where they came to a short drop-off.  It looked as though someone had scooped out a chunk of land with a giant shovel, leaving a large hole in the ground.  In the bottom of the hole, she could see a design laid out in multi-colored stones.  It reminded Cadence of the necklaces she would see some of the goth kids wearing in high school.  It was a big circle with a five-sided star inside, its points connecting to equidistant locations around the inside of the circle.  At each point, she could see a black-robed hooded figure, their arms raised in the air as if in supplication to some higher power. 
 
    As she continued watching, black orbs appeared inside the middle of the star.  The orbs started rotating around a central point, all the while being contained within the giant circle.  Unnoticed until now, she saw the small figures of various baby cats penned up directly underneath the circling black orbs.  She had dismissed it before as just forest noise, but now she could hear a faint murmuring coming from somewhere.  As the murmuring increased in volume, she looked for the source and discovered that it was coming from the Corrupted Forest Druids <Level 38> standing outside of the circle.   
 
    As their voices increased in volume, Cadence tried to make out what they were saying, but whatever they were speaking was an unintelligible dark, guttural language that sent shivers of fear up and down her spine.  As the voices reached a crescendo, the black orbs increased in number and size until they all coalesced in the middle of the circle, forming one giant amalgamation of darkness. 
 
    The three of them could only watch as the cluster of dark orbs abruptly shot downwards, striking the baby cats and enveloping them in a giant blob along the ground.  Within seconds, the darkness had contracted enough that Cadence could see distinct shapes emerging.  One looked like the black panther they had first encountered, but the other three were new.  One was a larger-than-life jaguar, while the other two looked like colossal-sized male lion twins, complete with massive paws and dark brown manes.  Even from their distant vantage, she could see the black-clouded miasma infecting their yellow eyes. 
 
    As if they could sense their gaze, each Druid and cat turned toward their party and stared at them, as if daring them to attack.  Not waiting for further invitation, Brendare and Wengla jumped down the drop-off, charging ahead toward their corrupted opponents.  Cadence followed behind, taking a little damage from the drop, but then automatically started playing her HP regen and Strength modifying songs, attempting to buy enough time to complete the thought in her head. 
 
    Brendare and Wengla were near one of the Corrupted Forest Druids on the outside of the circle and attacked that one first.  After scoring two quick hits which took out half of its HP bar, the Druid jumped back, ropes of black and green light emerged from its fingers to strike at the ground around the two Warriors.  At first thinking that it had missed, she was as surprised as her friends when vines erupted from the ground, entwining around their legs and moving up their bodies to completely encircle them.  Their heads were left free, but they were so tightly wound they couldn’t move any other part of their body.  Since they had a lot of extra strength due to Cadences’ song, they immediately started flexing and tearing through the vines, but by that time it was too late.  Four black-and-green balls of magic struck the Warriors – two for each – and they immediately doubled over in pain. 
 
    Cadence watched in despair as their health started slowly dropping, despite her HP regen song.  Just past Brendare and Wengla, she could see the cats slowly walking their way toward the entangled Warriors, crouched low to the ground as if stalking prey.  What she was doing wasn’t working – she had run out of time.  She had to try out what she had been working on in her head; if it didn’t work, then they would probably die, and they would have to try again, losing precious time. 
 
    First, she canceled her current songs, hoping that the effects would linger enough to keep her friends alive long enough for her to finish.  She then used her Real-time Voice Selector to change her voice to DMX, his voice and tone unapologetic, hard, and “not giving a fuck”.  Fueling the song with her fear of her friends being affected by the nature spells that were slung in their direction, and her desire for the Druids to get hurt from doing what they did to those poor baby cats, she sang: 
 
    “Nature, what, 
 
    Fuck that, what, 
 
    Wit’ you broke-ass aim you can’t even hit, 
 
    All yo muthafucking spells won’t do shit” 
 
    As soon as the dark-brown notes encircled Brendare and Wengla, the vines crumbled to dust and the pain subsided inside their bodies.  With their limbs free, they braced for an attack from their incoming enemies – but Cadence wasn’t done yet.  She still had to take care of a little corruption problem. 
 
    Embracing the strong, lasting, deeply emotional sounds of Amy Lee from Evanescence, she added an additional song to – hopefully, fingers crossed – combat the darkness invading the innocent victims arranged against them.  Fueling this song with her sympathy for their plight, her determination to fight against anyone who would want to take advantage of the helpless, and her own fight against those in positions of “power”, she sang: 
 
    “I know the darkness has taken ahold, 
 
    You can feel it deep within your soul, 
 
    But fight it with every move you make, 
 
    Earn back your life – it’s yours to take” 
 
    Little white notes, small in number, surrounded each of their opponents, stopping them in their tracks.  She could see them struggle as if held by invisible bonds, their beautiful inner nature fighting against the darkness that had corrupted their souls.  After a moment, she could see the white notes grow larger and more numerous around the four cats, until it grew so bright around them that it was hard to look directly at them.  Looking away from the sun-like glow of the notes, she could glimpse out of the corner of her eye black smoke leaking away from the top of their bodies.  Suddenly, the light around them blinked out, leaving them standing there looking confused.  Cadence could see that their eyes were free of any cloudiness and they showed no sign of hostility.  As one, they bounded away to the forest on their right, quickly disappearing within the trees. 
 
    The Druids took a bit longer than the cats, probably because the corruption was much more deeply rooted within them.  Eventually, after a couple of minutes, the light had expanded to blinding proportions and winked out when the eviction of darkness was complete.  They threw back their hoods, allowing the party to see who they were formally fighting against.  They were normal-looking elves, long blond hair and pointed ears – and similar-looking expressions of confusion written across all their faces.  The two female and three male Druids weren’t confused for long, as their faces turned from confusion to anger.  Brendare and Wengla readied themselves for an attack, but their anger wasn’t directed toward them.  As if they had responded to some invisible signal, they all turned toward the Northwest and raised their fists in anger. 
 
    “Thank you for freeing us from the corrupting influence of the Wraith,” the nearest female Druid turned to Cadence, who had continued playing her guitar to sustain the song, just in case.  “I don’t know how long we’ve been affected by that cursed apparition, but now that we are free we can finish trying to purge this land of its corrupting influence.  When we first learned of its presence, we had gathered every Druid around these parts and attempted to banish it back to where it came from.  The last thing I clearly remember is tracking it to its lair, surrounding it with my fellow Druids…and then nothing; nothing until you cleansed my soul of its foul invasion.  Thank you again for your help, but we need to finish what we started.”  With that, they all started to walk away toward the northeast. 
 
    “Wait!  We can help!” Cadence had put her guitar away, believing that the danger had passed.  “Are there more of you?  I can help free the rest of you and can hopefully prevent you from becoming corrupted again.  Please, let us help!” 
 
    The Druids paused, looking at each other in silent communication, before the same female Druid turned to her and said, “That would be acceptable.  I would appreciate your help freeing my compatriots and keeping us from being corrupted again – but the Wraith is ours to destroy.  It has done too much damage to us to allow someone else to risk themselves against it.  Come along – it’s been allowed to live too long as it is – no need to linger when the job needs to be done.” 
 
    As they followed along, Brendare hung back with Cadence and whispered, “I’ve never heard of anyone doing what you just did.  To turn these guys into allies?  Never in a million years would I have thought of that.  If I didn’t know any better, I’d call you a cheat – but the game seems like it was just waiting for someone to figure this out.  Nice job, Cadence!” 
 
    Cadence couldn’t help but feel a glow of pleasure as her friend praised her, glad that her insane idea had worked.  She hadn’t mentioned it to them before because she wasn’t sure if everything would come together as well as it did.  As she walked behind the Druids, she started her songs again, anticipating that they would need it soon.  A brief flicker of light surrounded the Druids before disappearing again, as if it had destroyed a small amount of corruption that had already taken root.  I’m going to have to keep this song going – I’m guessing that the closer we get to the Wraith, the stronger the corruption will get.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    The sounds of her guitar chords were muted as they made their way through the densely-packed trees.  When they had entered the creepy forest, directly after departing the ritual circle with the Druids, they were immediately set upon by two gigantic Corrupted Hairy Apes <Level 40> when they dropped in front of the two Warriors from the trees above.  Before they could attack, however, they were enveloped by grasping vines that erupted from the ground.  When they were immobile, Cadences’ song went to work, surrounding them in white notes that quickly drove the darkness from their inner cores.  As soon as they were free of corruption, the Druids retracted the vines and let the now-harmless animals go.  After watching them swing up into the trees, all three party members heaved a sigh of relief at the ease of which they had ended that encounter. 
 
    After that, the short journey through the forest became almost routine.  They would be attacked by either a single or group of corrupted animals, the Druids would disable them while Cadences’ song did its job, and they would run free afterword.  The only excitement came when they encountered random Druids along the small pathway they were following. 
 
    The first sign of an attack came when Wengla was swatted in the face by a tree branch, causing about 20% damage to her HP bar.  The hit was so intense that it flung her backwards about 20 feet, only stopping when she hit a tree, taking another 25% of her HP bar off.  Vines tried to swallow her up on the ground, only to become brittle as the secondary effect of the song Cadence was sustaining went into effect.  From behind a tree – 30 feet to the left of them – they saw a Corrupted Forest Druid <Level 42> step out and begin to cast another spell before it was frozen by her music.  It took even longer for the war between the darkness entrenched in their soul and the light from the songs’ effects to culminate in the destruction of the corruption.  When he was free and removed his hood, the other Druids leading the way convinced him with little effort to join their enterprise. 
 
    Further along the pathway, they encountered more and stronger animals and Druids.  They also had help from the Druids to disable a multitude of traps: pit traps, falling log traps, and even some impaling spike traps that were set up to do maximum damage to the unwary.  Apparently, being a Druid gave an uncanny ability to “read” the land and find anything nature-related that was out of place.  By the time they made it through the forest, they had accumulated an additional seven Druids, putting them at a solid dozen. 
 
    Emerging into the bright sunlight after the darkened landscape underneath the trees, they found themselves facing an arched entrance to a large mound of earth and stone.  The pathway led downward, promising an underground portion of their dungeon journey.  Being dwarves, some innate feeling made them feel more comfortable underneath tons of rock, so they were not deterred in the least – and neither were the Druids. 
 
    They followed their new partners into the dark opening, allowing their eyes to adjust to the low-light conditions.  Although there weren’t any torches lit to shed light on the long tunnel, there was a phosphorescent glow along the walls, which upon further inspection Cadence found to be a strange, light-emitting moss.  Continuing down the long hallway, she was eerily reminded of the slaver hideout they had found while leveling up.  Similar to that time, she could hear a groan of pain and the scream of a tortured soul reverberating up the hallway to their ears.   
 
    Concerned about the presence of slaves in the corrupted place, she convinced the Druids to hurry as they made their way into a huge room, the ceiling 100 feet above their heads and deeper than it was wide.  When she emerged from the hallway, she could see large empty slave pens along the left side of the room, and pools of slimy, bubbling, putrid water along the right side.  In the middle of the room, she could see a gathering of eight Corrupted Earthen Druids <Level 45> performing some kind of action on a scared teenaged human girl who was screaming her head off, to the uncaring attitude of the robed figures.  Cadence couldn’t see what was being done since their bodies blocked most of the view, but when they finished she could see that she was bound naked and spread-eagled to a rack, which they then started moving toward the bubbling pools. 
 
    Not wanting to see the result of whatever they going to do to the poor girl, she directed Brendare and Wengla to stop them via some mental gymnastics using the in-game text.  The Druids with her had the same thought as they started running until they were in range to cast their grasping vine spells.  Since they were underground, their spells weren’t as effective, and instead of strong vines they instead got brittle roots that emerged from the ground.  The Earthen Druids, on the other hand, were at home underground and after they dropped the screaming girl, used their spell-casting ability to encase the Forest Druids in stone up to their waists.  When they were stuck in place, stalactites fell from the ceiling, impaling the helpless Druids and causing massive damage.  One of the original Druids they had freed died with a stone spike through his head, while most of the others weren’t doing much better. 
 
    When Cadence was finally in range of the Earthen Druids, her song started affecting the corruption in their souls.  All but one seemed to be winning the fight against the darkness and she had hope that they would soon be freed from the horrible possession they were facing.  The remaining Druid, a bald giant of an elf with a scarred face named Corrupted Master Druid <Level 48>, fought off the light notes until they faded away, unable to stem the tide of darkness washing over them.  When the last of the light disappeared from around him, he was able to move again and immediately started casting. 
 
    Fortunately, Brendare and Wengla hadn’t been the target of any of the earthen spells and were on him within moments.  Jumping up and slicing toward his face, Wengla made him flinch away, disrupting his cast to avoid the blade heading toward him.  Bounding away like a cat, he turned back to his attackers and quickly cast the same stone enveloping spell that was still holding the remaining Forest Druids in check.  Unfortunately for him, Cadences’ song was still active, instantly creating cracks in the stone and allowing them to break free within moments.  Which was good, because as soon as they stepped away from the crumbling stone trap, a couple of stalactites impacted the ground where they were just standing. 
 
    Freed from their stony embrace, Brendare and Wengla went on the attack again, coming at the Master Druid from two sides.  Their opponent kept throwing out spell after spell, not comprehending how ineffective they were against the two Warriors boosted by the magical resistance of Cadences’ song.  Finally, either he ran out of magic, or he decided to try something new – either way, he started attacking back with his fists.  Even though he was close enough for them to hit, he danced away from their axe attacks, only once receiving a shallow blow that only took a sliver off his HP bar.  His attacks, on the other hand, did a great deal of damage since their protection was only magic-based, not physical. 
 
    Meanwhile, the Forest Druids hadn’t been idle.  Using their own magic, they healed themselves from the damage caused by the falling stalactites, lamenting the loss of one of their own.  After they were sufficiently healed, still hindered by the stone surrounding their lower halves, they started healing Brendare and Wengla.  Cadence was thankful for that, since she couldn’t stop her corruption-freeing song still working its way through the remaining seven Earthen Druids.  However, even though they were being healed, the two Warriors couldn’t seem to catch the squirrely Master Druid. 
 
    They were at a standstill until one after another of the Earthen Druids won their own fight against the darkness, confusedly finding themselves standing in the middle of a very strange situation.  On one side, the other Earthen Druids were still struggling in their own personal battles, while on the other side were a dozen Forest Druids, encased in stone up to their waists.  In the middle of the two lines were two dwarves fighting their Master Druid, who, when they looked at his eyes, appeared strongly affected by corruption.  It took a little encouraging and quick explanations from the Forest Druids, but the freed Earthen Druids used their power to remove the stone from around their former opponents’ feet. 
 
    “He’s too far gone into the darkness, he completely resisted the corruption-banishing song of our young Song Maiden here.  There’s nothing we can do right now to save him – our only hope is to destroy the Wraith that caused all this in the first place,” one of the female Druids spoke to them all, once the Earthen Druids were completely free. 
 
    Nodding in comprehension, the seven Earthen Druids started casting a long, complicated spell that was joined shortly by the efforts of the eleven remaining Forest Druids.  After a massive build-up of energy, causing the hair on Cadences’ arms to stand up, a rumbling from underneath the ground knocked the Master Druid and the two Warriors on their backs.  The Master Druid used some sort of gymnastics move to launch himself to his feet without using his hands and was ready to fight some more.  As soon as he stood upright, two giant, hollow, clear pieces of rock erupted from the ground and slammed together, sealing themselves together in bright flash of light.  They could see the Master Druid banging on the inside, trying to free himself, but it looked to be a fruitless endeavor. 
 
    “We have to hurry, that will only hold him for a couple of hours.  If we can’t defeat the Wraith by then, he’ll be able to work himself free from there,” one of the male Earthen Druids told the group. 
 
    “Holy crap, Cadence, that guy was strong – I’m not sure how powerful the Wraith is, but if it is anything stronger than that then we’re in trouble.  Hopefully they’ll be able to help there as well,” Brendare told her in an aside, waving toward their erstwhile allies. 
 
    The teenaged girl, forgotten until then, had stayed silent until she saw them start to leave.  She called out in Cadences’ direction, probably seeing her as the least likely threat.  Their attention now on the bound girl, the trio quickly ran over and started cutting away at the bindings holding her attached to the rack.  “What’s your name, child?” Brendare asked, in as kind of a voice as Cadence had ever heard.   
 
    “Mera, my lady,” the girl said.  Now that she had a closer look, she could see that she was a bit older than she had thought – probably somewhere in her early 20’s.  She looked younger because she was so scrawny, most of the flesh wasted away from malnutrition. 
 
    “I’m no lady – I’m Brendare, this is Wengla, and the Song Maiden here is Cadence.  Let’s see if I can find you some clothes that will work for you.” 
 
    Accessing her inventory, she pulled out a dwarven-sized brown shirt and pants and gave it to the naked woman sitting on the floor.  Cadence wasn’t sure if they would fit, but as soon as Mera touched it, the clothes somehow magically changed their size to her measurements.  She struggled to put them on, being so weak from her forced starvation, and Cadence leaned down to help her wiggle her pants up her legs.  When she was fully clothed, Cadence helped the surprisingly light woman up.  Brendare handed Mera a little food, explaining to her, “Just eat a little bit now – I know you’re probably really hungry but lots of food will probably make you sick.  Work your way back up to normal over time and drink some water.  We don’t need you to get dehydrated.” 
 
    Cadence felt pride in the way Brendare was dealing with the situation – maybe I’m rubbing off on her.  It was good to see her treat the citizens of this world the way they should be treated – with respect, kindness, and equality.  Once Mera was slowly snacking on the food she was given, Cadence asked, “Where are you from, Mera?” 
 
    Swallowing painfully, she answered in a depressed monotone voice, “From a town on the border of Heathington, but it was destroyed completely when I was taken.  Orcs had invaded from the south, torched the town, and slaughtered everyone except those they took as slaves.  I was sold, along with five others, to these sick Druids here.  I’m the only one left.”  She kept eating, her disposition stating she didn’t want to talk about it anymore. 
 
    “Well, you can come with us until we can find you somewhere safe – although I have to warn you, we need to destroy the Wraith that has been corrupting this place.  It will be dangerous, so it might be best if you stay here.  This place is safe for the time being – until the Master Druid can break out of his cage, at least,” Cadence told her. 
 
    Brendare and Wengla agreed, but Mera refused, stating, “I’m coming with you – I don’t want to stay in this dark place any more.  Too many bad memories.”  She looked away, with what Cadence could only guess was horrific visions flitting through her mind.  “Ok, then let’s tell—”.  She looked around, but they were alone in the large room.  
 
    The Druids, united for a purpose once again, had taken off through the exit, unaware of the situation the three players were dealing with.  They had gone on ahead, intent on destroying the blight that had come to their home turf. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Cadence wasn’t sure when they had left, but she urged her friends to hurry through the exit, hoping to catch up to them before it was too late.  Mera could barely walk, and Brendare had to carry her, easily holding her slight weight in her arms as they ran.  Rushing through the exit tunnel, they emerged into the light again, only to be confronted by a wall of sickly-looking, rotting, and in some cases dead trees.  The pathway they were following worked its way through a break in the trees, leading to a large clearing filled with bare earth and dead grass. 
 
    Skidding to a stop just inside the ring of dead and dying trees, they witnessed the final stand of the Druids.  A huge Corruption Wraith <Level 52> floated in the middle of the clearing while a huge HP bar appeared at the top of her vision, its semi-transparent visage a ghastly display of horror, death, and rot.  An aura of fear emanated outward from it, causing those within the clearing to brace themselves against an overwhelming need to flee screaming in terror.  Which is what Mera immediately did, jumping down from Brendares’ arms and showing a surprising speed as she fled back through the entrance.  Cadence wanted to follow right behind her as she took in the rotting face, tattered black clothing, and with black blood dripping from below its non-existent lower half. 
 
    The Druids had surrounded it, frantically casting a spell together, similar to how they had worked together to trap the Master Druid.  As it looked as though they were about to finish whatever spell they were going to cast, a ring of darkness erupted from the Wraith, expanding in all directions.  When the ring hit the Druids, they were flung backwards into the trees, collapsing upon the ground in boneless heaps after the impact.  Cadence wasn’t sure if they were alive or dead, but at this point it didn’t matter – they were on their own. 
 
    They narrowly missed being hit by the ring of darkness, since it had dissipated before reaching them near the entrance.  Brendare and Wengla rushed ahead, intent on damaging the Wraith before it recovered from casting such a devastating spell.  When they were within 15 feet, the floating boss lifted its hand and flung out two black orbs that seemed to suck in all the surrounding light as they sped along.  Crashing into the two Warriors with a silent impact, they were flung backwards toward Cadence, rolling to a stop near her feet.  She looked at their HP bars and was shocked at how much damage they had taken – they only had 5% of their bars left!   
 
    The Wraith, content to wait until they were in range, waited for them, slowly bobbing up and down while some magical force kept it afloat.  Streams of black smoke seemed to converge on the Wraith, coming from outside the clearing and being absorbed by the floating horror.  It’s almost as if it’s gathering power for another attack.  Kicking her mind into overdrive, she thought about how they could combat this monstrosity. 
 
    I doubt our normal attacks will hurt it – it looks undead and even an attack with added Strength probably wouldn’t do much.  What we need to do is hurt it with magic, but what would be best?  Lightning? Water? Fire?  Hmm, maybe…but how about Light?  That’s the opposite of darkness, right?  With a plan in place, she furiously assembled some lyrics and started singing. 
 
    First, to heal them and keep them healthy, she used her Real-time Voice Selector to change to Celine Dion, using her deeply emotional connection with her songs and Cadence’s own feelings of wanting safety, health, and healing of her real-world body to fuel her creation: 
 
    “Heal thy wounds, 
 
    Banish the blight. 
 
    Let’s get you back in the game, 
 
    In tip-top shape to fight.” 
 
    Glowing green notes surrounded them all, quickly healing her friends back to full within a couple of seconds.  As they picked themselves off the ground, she started the next part of her song. 
 
    Changing her voice to Adele, utilizing the heart-wrenching sound of her voice and tone, she fueled her next song with thoughts of the animals and Druids freeing themselves from the darkness – free for the first time in far too long – and accompanied that with feelings of security and righteous anger toward the one responsible for so much death and despair: 
 
    “Sun and Moon, 
 
    Wrong and right, 
 
    Defeat the Darkness, 
 
    With the shine of Light.” 
 
    Notes of shining, glittery white appeared as a giant shield in front of Brendare and Wengla.  A gathering of white notes also appeared, rotating around each of their axes as if lending the strength of the Light to their attacks.  Rushing forward with their new Light shields, her friends braced themselves when two more orbs were flung in their direction as they drew close to the Wraith.  Splashing against the shield, the floating balls of darkness broke apart before hitting them, albeit somehow still doing a slight amount of damage.  Cracks could be seen starting on each shield – nothing that would hinder its effectiveness, but continued attacks would most likely break it after a while. 
 
    Knowing their time was limited, Brendare and Wengla flung themselves towards the Wraith, using every attack and special attack they had in their repertoire.  Slashing from the front, behind, and the sides, they whittled away at its massive HP bar using their Light-infused axes, all the while taking direct hits to their Light shields.  Two minutes into the fight and the Wraith’s bar was down to 35% – and the shields around the two Warriors were almost in pieces.  A couple more hits and Cadence was worried that they would break, making them vulnerable to attack.  She didn’t think she could start the song again before they were hit multiple times – she only had hope that they could win the attrition race. 
 
    Just past the 30% mark, the Light shield around Wengla shattered in a large display of glittering shards that dissipated into the air.  Now vulnerable, the Wraith swooped down and lifted her into the air, squeezing tightly and sending bolts of darkness rushing through her body.  Two seconds later, she was flung away to the ground, dead and lying in a jumble of limbs at its feet.  As she watched it turn toward Brendare and attack, she witnessed close to the same thing happen to her friend and one-time lover.  Her shield shattered, two orbs crashed into her and caused her to be flung backwards, only to roll to a stop in a boneless sprawl of death. 
 
    Fear.  Sadness.  Despair.  Hopelessness.  Woe.  Resignation.  Anger.  Hatred.  Vengeance.  Power.  Retribution.  As Cadence stared at the lifeless body of her one-time lover, she stopped playing her guitar, and these emotions cycled through her in an endless loop.  Like the wheels of a slot machine, they kept spinning around her head, making her dizzy with the changes.  Suddenly, the wheels stopped until they read Vengeance – Power – Retribution. 
 
    Without consciously knowing what she was doing, she accessed and activated the Real-time Voice Selector.  A VOICE emerged from her, a VOICE she had never heard before, but would be one that she would imagine a Goddess would use while carrying out decrees to her worshippers.  It was at one point so loud it burst her own eardrums, so kind it healed them back to normal, and then so laced with power she struggled to contain her own sanity as she tried to comprehend it. 
 
    She didn’t know what she said – or even if it had been words – but the next thing she knew a blinding shaft of light fell from the sky, piercing the Corrupted Wraith through its rotting chest and causing it to explode in a million disintegrating pieces.  The HP bar at the top of her vision immediately emptied and disappeared, while the dark motes of the former Wraith softly drifted to the ground where they disappeared upon contact. 
 
    Twenty benevolent shafts of light fell upon the battlefield, encompassing the fallen Druids and her friends.  A sound that reminded her of a choir singing rang in her ears, as the bodies lying about were infused with bright Light from head to toe.  The Light and choir faded after a few moments, and Cadence could have sworn she saw Brendare start to move as she collapsed upon the ground in unconsciousness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    She woke up with a pounding headache to see a frantic-looking Brendare bending over her.  Behind her friend, she could see the familiar sights of the inn they had stayed at in Blaketon.  She looked around in confusion and tried to move.  She found that she was so weak that she couldn’t even raise herself enough to sit up.  Collapsing back down in exhaustion, she looked at Brendare and asked, “What happened?” 
 
    “WHAT HAPPENED?  I’LL TELL YOU WHAT HAPPENED, YOU SCARED ME TO DEATH!”  Realizing that she was screaming and had frightened Cadence, she regulated her tone of voice.  “Sorry, I’ve just been so worried about you.  I thought we had lost you when we couldn’t figure out what happened.” 
 
    “All I remember is you both died, and I was so distraught that I didn’t know what to do.  Then there was this VOICE and…and…I don’t remember.”  She had some vague recollections of shafts of light and a booming voice but couldn’t remember anything clearly. 
 
    Brendare continued, “Wengla and I woke up in the clearing, found that the Druids had woken up as well, and you had collapsed upon the ground.  You didn’t have a mark on you, and when we tried to wake you up you were unresponsive.  With the Wraith nowhere in sight, and the oppressive feeling of fear that it was emanating gone, we figured you somehow pulled a win out of your ass – and brought us back to life to as well. 
 
    “As we tried to figure out what was wrong, the Forest and Earthen Druids – even the one that had died underground – gathered around your fallen body as I held your head in my lap.  Joined by the now-free Master Druid, they spent almost an hour casting healing spell after healing spell – all to no result.  ‘There is nothing wrong with her that we can fix.  It’s as if her soul has fled her corporeal shell.  I’m sorry, there is nothing we can do,’ the Master Druid told me.  I encouraged him to keep trying, but he again told me that it wasn’t something they could help with. 
 
    “I admit I lost my head a little, screaming obscenities in their direction for longer than I should have.  I was half-tempted to attack them and force them to help you, but I didn’t want to leave you alone.  Wengla finally calmed me down, telling me we should bring you out from the dungeon; that perhaps that was all you needed to wake up. 
 
    “I picked you up and carried you out of the dungeon, accompanied by that Mera girl who showed up sometime during all of their spell-casting.  I was glad to see she was safe, but I was too worried about you to concern myself with her other than to acknowledge her presence.  Before we left, we all received a secret quest completion from the Druids, which you can check out as soon as I finish telling you how scared you made me. 
 
    “As soon as we exited, we were greeted by silence outside of the retreat.  All the players stared at us, as they recognized my name from the leaderboard – again that’s something you can check out later.  I knew we needed to get you out of there – you were in no shape to defend yourself if we were swarmed by the curious crowd.  I handed you to Wengla and asked her to use her warp ability to return to her bind point, hoping that she would be able to bring you with her.  If it didn’t work I would run for both our lives to get out of there any way possible. 
 
    “Fortunately, she was able to take you with her – apparently, the game thought of you as property – as you didn’t even have a name above your head, I realized later.  We traveled back to Blaketon in two days, alternating our logouts so that we would be able to keep someone with you at all times.  We’ve been here almost three days and I was beginning to worry that you’d never come back to us.  We knew you hadn’t logged out, because otherwise your character would have disappeared.  I’ve never heard of someone staying online for this long before – I didn’t know what to do so we’ve been staying with you while you’ve been unconscious.  I’m so glad you’re back – BUT DON’T EVER DO THAT TO ME AGAIN!” Brendare hugged her tight, tears falling freely from her eyes as she recounted her tale. 
 
    Cadence hugged her back, too shocked at what had happened to respond.  After a long while, Brendare composed herself enough to tell her, “Don’t go anywhere – I’m going to logout, tell Wengla you’re back, and be right back.  No going unconscious on me again, ok?” She smiled at Cadence, teasing her a little, just like she used to. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere – I need to catch my bearings and see if I can figure out what happened, myself.  I’ll see you when you get back,” she told her, and pecked her on the cheek.  Brendare wasn’t into chaste kissing, and kissed her back on the lips, holding her tightly for an indeterminate amount of time.  When she eventually pulled back, she whispered, “Bye”, before disappearing back to the real world. 
 
    Cadence lay back, exhausted beyond comprehension.  Even though Brendare had no reason to exaggerate, she still couldn’t believe that she had been unconscious for five days.  To her, it felt as if she had just been sleeping deeply, but she couldn’t remember having any dreams.  She was slightly worried about her real-life body and the effects being inside the game for over 30 hours would have on her brain.  She reasoned that an extra couple of minutes while she waited for Brendare to come back wouldn’t cause any more damage than had already been done, so she relaxed and let her thoughts drift free. 
 
    Her attention was caught by multiple notifications blinking at her at the bottom of her vision.  Mentally selecting the first one, she found that it was the secret quest Brendare had told her about: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! 
  You have completed a secret quest! 
    
  By cleansing the Corrupted Druid Retreat of the source of the corruption, all while not harming a single Druid, you have earned the respect and admiration of all Druids throughout Uniworld.  Destroying the taint upon their land has also unlocked your own connection to nature, providing you with choices regarding your class. 
    
  Rewards: Increased Reputation of all Druids to Loved, Subclass options, Experience 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Cadence was curious about whatever this Subclass thing it was talking about but couldn’t find the energy to dig into it.  She reasoned her tired and muddled mind couldn’t handle the thought processes needed to understand it, so she moved onto the next notification.  This one looked like a mail envelope, which she had never seen before.  As she selected it, a large envelope filled her vision, the sealed flap opened, and a “letter” presented itself as the envelope disappeared.  Reading through it, she couldn’t at first comprehend what it was saying.  After rereading it multiple times, she finally understood that they had succeeded in their objective – over and above, in fact. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Thank you for participating in the Corrupted Druid Retreat competition, Week 252. 
    
  Congratulations!  With a point score of 9305, you have ranked #1 in the competition.  A truncated final tally of the leaderboard is as follows: 
  
     
 
      
      	  Corrupted Druid Retreat Leaderboard (Final)       Week 252       Ends in 00:00:00 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rank 
  
      	  Group Leader 
  
      	  Group Members 
  
      	  Guild 
  
      	  Points 
  
     
 
      
      	  1 
  
      	  Brendare 
  
      	  Wa, Wa, Br 
  
      	  <none> 
  
      	  9305 
  
     
 
      
      	  2 
  
      	  MastaClass 
  
      	  Wa, Cb, Th, Pr, Ma 
  
      	  <Guardians> 
  
      	  4251 
  
     
 
      
      	  3 
  
      	  LordFlight 
  
      	  Wa, Wa, Pr, Ma, Ma 
  
      	  <Defenders of Light> 
  
      	  4106 
  
     
 
      
      	  4 
  
      	  AngelWeng 
  
      	  Wa, En, Pr, Pr, Ma 
  
      	  <Winged Ones> 
  
      	  4008 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your prizes have been delivered straight to your inventory with this message.  If your bag is currently full, any pieces of your gear not received will be automatically delivered once enough room is made. 
    
  Additional prizes have been awarded to your team based on your performance (rewards are class-specific): 
  Setting a new World Record point score: +30 to Charisma 
  Winning by more than 1000 points: +5 to Charisma 
  Winning by more than 2000 points: +15 to Charisma 
  Winning by more than 3000 points: +25 to Charisma 
  Winning by more than 4000 points: +40 to Charisma 
  Winning by more than 5000 points: +60 to Charisma 
  Winning with less than a full group: +10 to Vitality 
  Winning while not being affiliated with a guild: 300 gold 
    
  Thank you again for your participation and good luck on your journey in Uniworld. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Sure enough, when she opened her previously near-empty inventory, she found a full set of enchanted Bard gear: hat, shirt, pants, boots, and a new pair of drums.  She was too tired to look at them fully, but she could see that they all gave bonuses to her Charisma, as well as various percentage bonuses to song enhancements.  Being an instrument aficionado, she looked at the drums a little more closely.  When she concentrated on them, a new window appeared: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Harmony & Melody 
  
     
 
      
      	  The skins of these drums were enchanted during the Battle of Ranywick Plain, in which sixty world-renowned Bards of Light lent their strength to vanquish the forces of the Dark.  Using these drums in battle produces echoes of the past, extending the songs’ effects after use. 
    
  Effects: Extends song for an extra 20 seconds.  New songs will not cancel this effect. 
  Bonus: Adds +10 to Charisma 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Wow!  Those are awesome!  It looks like I’m going to have to use more drum songs soon.  Her elation fell flat as she thought about the future – and whether she would be healthy enough to enter the game again.  Who knows what has happened to my real-world body?  She tried not to have a defeatist attitude, but she was so wiped out she couldn’t think about anything else. 
 
    Just as she felt herself falling asleep again, Brendare and Wengla appeared in the room within moments of each other.  Wengla threw herself at Cadence, burying her face in her shoulder as she hugged her and told her how happy she was to see her.  It surprised her when she spoke – that was the most she had ever heard the other woman say.  She patted her on the back and reassured them both that she was ok, that she just needed some more rest. 
 
    “Well, I’m so glad you’re back – you had us so worried.  Did Brendare tell you about our new Classes?  You can’t see them because we have the option to hide them, but I’m so excited to try them out!  I’m now a Beast Knight and Brendare is a Protector,” Wengla got a glare from Brendare, as if she had wanted to tell her that but it was ignored as she continued.  “That dungeon was really hard, wasn’t it?  I don’t know how you did it, but you defeated that boss all by yourself and then brought us back to life!  I’m so proud of you – just try not to fall unconscious again.  It wasn’t fun carrying all the way back here – but I’m glad we did!” 
 
    Cadence couldn’t help but laugh at the change that had come over her friend.  It was like a whole new person was talking to her.  She looked to Brendare with a question in her expression.  Quick on the uptake, she told her, “That’s what she’s like in real-life, but she’s taken to masking the way she talks and acts when she’s at work.  No one takes an attorney seriously if they sound like an excited teenager.  She’s awesome at what she does, but there have been too many problems in the past with clients that seek to take advantage of her.  She adopted a more professional, soft-spoken, and less verbose demeanor both in our world and in-game.  It has served her well, so I don’t complain – probably since I end up talking enough for the both of us usually.” 
 
    Ignoring her friend, Wengla addressed Cadence again, “So did you see the leaderboard?  Did you get some awesome Bard gear?  We got some primo armor and weapons from the rewards, as well as bonuses to our Strength and Vitality!  I can’t wait to go out and kick some <Guardian> ass!” 
 
    She was about to respond with a “Me too”, but she suddenly froze and couldn’t move.  A notification popped up in front of her face and she couldn’t close it.  She struggled to let her friends know what was happening, but it was as if she had no control of her body. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Warning! 
    
  You have exceeded the time limit for a single session.   
  The time limit per play session is 6:00:00. 
  Your current play time is 32:13:56. 
    
  Your account has been locked until a representative of Unitech can contact you to discuss your breach of the Terms of Service. 
    
  You will be logged off in: 10… 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As she watched the timer tick down, all she could think of was: Well, shitfuck! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Cadence woke up slowly, her mind a confused tangle of memories and emotions.  The last thing she remembered was talking to Brendare and Wengla about what had happened before she fell unconscious, her euphoria at completing the dungeon and winning all those rewards overshadowed by the worry she had caused her two friends.  She opened her eyes, expecting to see the room at the Blaketon inn, but instead she looked up into fluorescent lighting.  Now that she concentrated on it, she could hear the rhythmic beeping of the machines she was hooked up to and the mumbled voices of people outside of her room. 
 
    Something must have told them she was awake because a swarm of doctors and nurses barged through the door.  Some went to the machines – looking at the readings they were providing – while others physically took her vitals and did various visual checks that Cadence wasn’t sure the purpose of.  She recognized Doctor Hurley amongst them and tried to catch his eye.  She was only party successful – he saw her looking, but furtively shook his head at her, trying to convey some message that she didn’t understand.  He went back to doing his inspection with the other doctors and nurses and didn’t look at her again. 
 
    Perplexed about what was happening, she was even further confused when a pair of large, intimidating men in fancy suits entered her room, where they immediately planted themselves on either side of the door.  An older man, most likely in his fifties, followed the two men inside and announced, “If she checks out, I need everyone out of here.  Now.” 
 
    His tone of voice was one of authority, as if he expected his commands to be carried out instantly.  The mass of doctors and nurses streamed out past the two men in suits, careful to avoid touching them.  When they had closed the door behind them, Cadence was shocked to see Doctor Hurley remaining in the room. 
 
    “She’s still my patient, and I have a responsibility to—” he started say before he was cut off by the other man. 
 
    “Your first responsibility was to ensure she wasn’t brain-dead.  Your only other responsibility is to LEAVE THIS ROOM!  I assure you – you don’t want to do anything else.  Gentlemen, please escort Doctor Hurley outside and wait for me there,” the older man told the two by the door. 
 
    The two fancy-suited men grabbed the doctor by the arms and – despite his protests – bodily lifted him out the door.  When the door closed behind them, the man turned to Cadence and put a pleasant smile on his face, completely at odds with his previous demeanor.  Even though the smile looks genuine, I don’t trust him. 
 
    “Ms. Cadence Whitmore, previously of 2270 S. Washburn Ave. and now attending college at Shiplay University while rooming with your best friend Jill.  I’m sorry to hear of the attack upon you – I’ve read up on you and you seemed to be a promising young woman.  No one deserves what happened to you and I hope they get what it coming to them. 
 
    “However, that’s not why I’m here.  Mind if I sit down?”  Instead of waiting for an answer, he grabbed a chair over by the window and slid it over to the side of her hospital bed.  “I’ve been on the move for most of the last 24 hours and these old bones can’t take it like they used to.  Anyway, I’m here about your most recent foray into Uniworld.  I’m sure you remember – the one when you somehow spent more than thirty real-world hours inside the game world. 
 
    “Ah, silly me – I forgot to introduce myself.  My name is Wilbur Brownley and I am the Vice President of Virtual Reality Research and Systems at Unitech.  Basically, anything that has to do with operating systems, technical issues, or virtual reality studies falls under my authority.  And what you did, my young lady, is something that we had thought impossible without hacking into the system.  I feel comfortable telling you that we have had issues in the past with players hacking the time-logs to stay longer in the game, but we have corrected those issues and we haven’t had any problems in years. 
 
    “Normally, I would ask about what new hacking techniques you used, but you don’t strike me as someone who would do that.  No disrespect intended, but I’m not sure how much you could do from your position right now anyway.  We are looking into your friend Jill, but I don’t believe the answer lies in that direction either.  Your situation is perplexing – which is why I came in person to find out what I could from you.  I have to say that I was surprised reading about your disability to speak.  I thought a few simple questions could get us to the bottom of this mystery. 
 
    “I can see it in your eyes – why don’t I just look at the game logs to find out the answers.  The short answer is we can’t.  The slightly longer answer is we can’t because the game AI doesn’t provide visual or any other type of data that we can look at.  And finally, the really long answer is that the AI is autonomous, fully entrenched in the game world, and can only support basic commands from the developers.  We designed it that way to have more freedom to create the world itself, generate quests, and dictate actions within Uniworld.  That doesn’t mean we don’t have safeguards preventing it from going wild, but the freedom it currently enjoys has allowed it to create the most complicated, comprehensive, and yes, beautiful, game ever created. 
 
    “The processing power alone needed to run the game would stagger your mind, and it is this massive amount of information being processed that prevents us from finding any type of event in the code.  It would be like searching for a needle in a haystack the size of the moon…actually, it would probably be more like the sun.  We usually need to rely on player made video to observe the gameplay inside the game, but there is no video of what caused your extended stay. 
 
    “So, hopefully you can understand my position.  Most people think that we installed time-limits to keep people paying for the game in the real world.  Other people think we did it so that we did it to prevent brain damage to those in-game for longer periods of time.  The real reason is a combination of the two – we don’t know would happen to those inside the game for extended periods of time and we want to keep our subscribers alive and paying.  My department researches the side effects of long-term immersion – and have been testing it since the development of this technology – and the results have been inconclusive. 
 
    “From what we’ve been able to tell, most of the subjects who have experienced more than 24 real-world hours of gameplay have seen no ill effects.  On the other hand, there are those that have suffered some intense side effects – which I won’t go into now.  What you need to know is, whatever you did to keep yourself in the game for that long can cause you great harm.  You seem not to be suffering from some of the side effects that I’ve seen, but I caution you against doing anything like that in the future. 
 
    “Which brings me to why I flew all the way from Florida to visit you in this not-so-perfect setting.  Unitech, and by extension Uniworld, is a multi-billion-dollar company and we can’t afford to have any bad publicity.  We already get enough flak from the religious sector, saying that ‘transporting’ people to another world is akin to witchcraft.  If people were to learn that somehow you were able to find a way to extend your game-time, the cry and outrage from players looking for information about how this was done would be detrimental to both the game and their health.  In my nightmares, I can see amateur hackers around the world fiddling with their systems, hoping to find out the secret and frying their brains.  It’s not as simple as that – but hopefully you can understand what I’m trying to say.” 
 
    Wilbur took a water bottle from a pocket and took a big drink, wetting his throat after talking so much.  “Ahhh, much better – normally I don’t talk this much, but since you can’t talk back I’ll have to do the talking for the both of us.  Anyway, I need to you to agree to a NDA, a Non-Disclosure Agreement, concerning your extended stay inside the game.  In addition, if anyone asks about your situation, they will be informed that an error occurred because of your injuries and that you were using an older model that malfunctioned due to improper modification.  That you weren’t really in-game, just in a sort of ‘limbo’ until we could pull you out. 
 
    “There is one more thing we need from you as well – full-time video from your gameplay so that we can monitor you and make sure nothing like this happens again.  All you need to do is go into your menu, turn on Streaming, and input Unitech as the recipient.  All feeds will go directly to us, and we will not share it outside of the company without your prior approval.  You may think of it as an invasion of your privacy – and I’m not going to lie and tell you it isn’t – but it is a precaution that we cannot do without.  
 
    “Of course, you are always free to abstain from signing the agreement, but I would advise against that.  Unitech is a very powerful and influential company and wouldn’t think twice about making your life a living hell if they so choose.  I’m not making a threat – just issuing a warning.  I don’t want anything bad to happen to you – I’m sure you have a bright future to look forward to,” he gave her his “genuine” smile again, but now it looked more conniving than anything. 
 
    “Oh, and if you do agree, we will unlock your account and you can continue playing.  If not, then you can kiss ever playing Uniworld again goodbye.  We’ll ban your account and any that you make in the future – we have your neural imprint on file and we have enough authority to do that.  So, what will it be?  Are you on board?” 
 
    She didn’t have to think about it very hard – she didn’t want to tell anyone about her experiences in-game anyway.  But she didn’t want him to think she was a pushover – he was a bit of an asshole to take advantage of her current situation.  And I don’t like him.  She pretended to think it over for a while, and eventually used her head to point to her helmet sitting on the table.  She raised her eyebrows and mouthed the word, “New?”   
 
    He understood her immediately, “You want a new system?  In exchange for your silence?  I can do that – I have a brand new one back with my luggage.  All I need from you is to let me record your vitals while capturing your image agreeing to the NDA, since you can’t speak the words or currently sign your name.  Hold on,” he brought something that looked like a tablet out of his coat pocket.  After hooking something up to her neck, he asked her if she agreed to the NDA and the cover story, in exchange for her silence, a new NVERS system, and recording her gameplay 24-7.  After she had agreed with a nod, he didn’t stick around for long – just long enough to tell her that he would send over what was agreed upon as soon as he got back to his hotel and to remind her that she had 12 hours in-game to activate the streaming or she would be in violation of their agreement. 
 
    She wasn’t alone for long – as soon as he left, she was swarmed again by doctors and nurses who continued to monitor her for any signs of ill-effects from the game.  After they were doubly or triply satisfied that she was ok, they left, leaving her alone with Doctor Hurley.   
 
    “As much as I don’t want to let you back into that damn game, I have ‘orders’ to let you back into the game as soon as a new system arrives.  I’m not sure what all that was about, or how you managed to survive hooked up to the game for so long, but someone with a lot of power and influence is tying my hands.  You know you don’t have to play, don’t you?  We can find something else for you to do, I’m sure there is something that can keep you occupied.” 
 
    Cadence smiled at him, letting him know that she understood, but also that she had made her mind up about the game.  She enjoyed the game, the friends that she had met, and the freedom to speak and move around which was denied to her in the real-world.  As he left with a sad expression on his face, she started falling asleep again, exhausted at all the excitement over the last hour.   
 
    As she was on the edge of consciousness, she thought, what have I done?  What do I tell Brenda and Wendy?  Shitfuck.  She was tired, and wasn’t completely sure it was true, but she could have sworn she heard herself whisper that last part. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    KingMarque looked around the large rectangular slab of wood they were using as a makeshift conference table while they were out on campaign.  He stared down at the various officers of <Guardians> from his portable throne, instilling upon them his superiority – both in-game and in the real world.  He turned to his Dungeon Coordinator, SpikeFist, and addressed the issue that had brought them here.  “What the hell happened at the Druid Retreat?” 
 
    SpikeFist, a Level 112 Warrior of some notoriety, was appointed to overseeing their numerous dungeon teams throughout Uniworld.  He was good at what he did, organizing their various guild members into winning dungeon groups designed to crush the competition.  At least until now. 
 
    “Honestly, we aren’t sure.  If our team was beat by a couple of points, I would have chalked it up to bad luck, but they were beat by more than twice their total.  The only way they could have done that was if they had cheated or found an exploit no one has ever discovered.  I can’t see how they could have done it otherwise since they only had two Warriors and a Bard.  And a search of the party leader, uh…Brendare, I think, turned up nothing as well.  Witnesses, however, say they saw three female dwarves leaving the dungeon right as the scores were posted, with one of the Warriors carrying what we assume was the Bard.  Since they were not part of a guild at the time of the competition, we are at a dead end in that avenue as well.  We’ll keep searching, but they’ve hidden their tracks pretty well,” he reported. 
 
    “Well, I want names, I want video, and I want to figure out how they did it.  We rely on winning those competitions for our guild coffers, and without that income we’re losing money – and I don’t lose.  Turn over every rock, rummage through every city, bribe people if you must – I want those bitches.  I want the secret of how they scored so many points and I want to utilize it on every other dungeon.  With that kind of power, I could rule over all these weaklings and dictate how this game will be played in the future, not to mention making us all a lot of money.  I don’t care how you all do it – I WANT RESULTS!  DISMISSED!” 
 
    The Guild Leader waited while his officers filed out, giving him reassurances that they would find the ones responsible.  When they were all gone, KingMarque – or Mark Glouse outside the game – relaxed and turned to the only one of his officers left after the mass exodus.  Bruce, or as he was known in-game, AlmightyBruce, was his second-in-command and his best friend in the real world.  And his bodyguard for the last 12 years, as well.  His friend was an imposing man, both in-game and in real life, and he took protection of his charge seriously.  He was also one hell of a gamer. 
 
    “Just us now, Bruce.  What do you think happened?” 
 
    “I’m at a loss just as much as you.  I’ve never seen a score that large, even from the elite teams in the top tier.  I would say it was a glitch, but I’ve never heard of the AI making a mistake like that.  They must be using something we’ve never seen before.  If the officers don’t find anything, I’ll make some inquiries myself – but it might cost a bit.” 
 
    Mark considered it for a moment, but told him, “Let’s wait and see what turns up.  With them all working together, hopefully they will be able to hunt them down.  If we don’t see any results in a couple of days, ask your contacts at Unitech to see if they have any more information.” 
 
    Looking around the room, Mark cast a very rare Mage spell that cost him almost as much as the average family makes in a year.  A spell scroll taught it to you, but it only dropped at random from one of five top-tier raid bosses.  He’d only seen one other at auction in all the time he had spent in-game, and that one sold for almost twice what he paid for it.  In his opinion, the price he paid was a steal. 
 
    Sphere of Silent Death Activated! 
 
    A red, glowing, transparent sphere of magic closely surrounded the two players as they sat down at a table together.  The sphere would keep all sound from emerging and would distort the figures inside so that no one would be able to read lips either.  If anyone tried to penetrate the barrier, either through magical means or by physically entering, they would be instantly killed.  The spell was a must for private conversations, when you weren’t sure if a stealthed player was nearby or a Mage was using a spell of Far Hearing to listen in. 
 
    “Now, what about our other situation?  Any word?” Mark asked his long-time friend. 
 
    “It was hard to find out anything about her.  Even my contacts at the local precinct didn’t have a lot of information.  Everything seemed to be a bit hush-hush in my opinion, and I’m not exactly sure why.  All I could found out about the girl is that she didn’t die and is in the hospital in critical condition.  I couldn’t find out what hospital she’s at, or even what she told the police,” he told him with an apologetic tone in his voice. 
 
    “Well, we can’t have her talking to the cops when she’s able to – it would ruin me and there’s a good chance my father would kill me.  I can’t believe you talked me into slumming it down in Shiplay, we should have stayed closer even if there was a chance I would be recognized around here,” he accused Bruce. 
 
    His bodyguard knew it wasn’t his fault.  In fact, he advised against it in the first place – but when the boss tells you he needs to unwind and let loose, you do what you’re told.  Even if you know better.  He ignored the comment and continued his report, “Unfortunately, she may be a little more high-profile than we thought.  Turns out she wasn’t either a hooker or a stripper, but a student at the University.  ‘Young, attractive student gets attacked and left for dead’ sounds much better than ‘Random stripper gets beat the fuck up’ in the headlines.  Don’t worry, I’ve got my feelers out and I have another contact in the medical field I want pump for information.” 
 
    “Do what you can but do it quickly.  I don’t want this growing into a problem we won’t be able to handle, either by throwing money at it or eliminating it altogether.  Did you at least find out a name?” 
 
    Bruce looked vacant, as if he was trying to recall the information.  When he focused on his friend and employer, he told him, “I don’t have a last name, but apparently her first name is Cadence.” 
 
      
 
    End of Book 1 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    After writing my Glendaria Awakens Trilogy, I wanted to try something different.  I had always been intrigued by the bard class and had noticed that there weren’t a lot of choices in the LitRPG genre with one as a main character. 
 
    I could say that I’ve loved music ever since I was little, but so could most people – there are few out there that dislike music.  My initial thought was to use lyrics from famous songs to help Cadence become more powerful.  For instance, using the lyrics from the song, “Thunder” by Imagine Dragons to cast a lightning bolt at an enemy.  Unfortunately, due to copywrite laws, that wasn’t going to happen unless I wanted to spend a whole lot of money to pay for the rights to use them.  So, I made up my own lyrics instead. 
 
    I hope you enjoyed the beginning adventures of Cadence, Brendare, and Wengla.  I will be continuing their story soon! 
 
    If you would like to contact me with any questions, comments, or suggestions for future books you would like to see, you can reach me at jonathanbrooksauthor@gmail.com. 
 
    I will try to keep my blog updated on any new developments which you can find on my Author Page on Amazon. 
 
     To sign up for my mailing list, please visit: http://eepurl.com/dl0bK5 
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